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PREFACE 


History is fun for most of us who read or write it because it calls for 
detective work—following clues, reconstructing logic, testing hypotheses. If 
indeed the historian, is a kind of detective and if, as Cushing Strout tells 
us,*—Sigmund Freud was the Sherlock Holmes of the mind, one would 
expect “psychohistory” to be doubly exciting. I hope with this book to show 
that it can be. Collected here are representative samples of the work histo¬ 
rians have done applying psychological theory to American history. While 
making clear the problems historians face in using such theory, this volume 
argues the need to acquaint ourselves with it in more cases than may earlier 
have seemed necessary. It seeks to inform and stimulate, to register achieve¬ 
ments while suggesting how we may best proceed. 

Editors are under obligation to say something of their choices and assump¬ 
tions. First of all I have planned the book and written my own contributions 
so as to reach as wide an audience as possible. Discussing the relationship 
between two disciplines, the introduction and headnotes raise important 
conceptual issues and therefore ought to provide plenty of grist for the mills 
of advanced and specialized students of history. As a reader in applied psy¬ 
chology (by no means all of it Freudian), it should prove interesting and 
profitable to analysts, clinicians, and other mental health care professionals. I 
hope to have introduced both history and theory unforbiddingly enough to 
engage college students and indeed anyone who finds American history fas¬ 
cinating. 

Secondly, I have tried to strike a balance on several scales. Besides cover¬ 
ing the span of American history as evenly as possible, the volume includes a 
classic or two along with more recent work that breaks new ground or reex¬ 
amines timeworn topics from a fresh perspective. Thus one finds here Stan¬ 
ley Elkins’s study of the “slave personality,” published over twenty years 
ago, together with Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s innovative essay on women 
hysterics and the pathbreaking witchcraft analysis of Boyer and Nissen- 
baum. To demonstrate that psychological studies need not be confined to 
biography, the anthology is made up of both individual and group studies— 
selections running from a portrait of Eleanor Roosevelt to an essay exploring 
subliminal themes in the abolitionists’ critique of the slave South. I have 

*For a reference to “The Uses and Abuses of Psychology in American History,” see the Select 
Bibliography, Part I. 
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endeavored also to present as many theoretical perspectives as possible, so 
that one may read here Richard Bushman’s Eriksonian article on Jonathan 
Edwards but also a character-trait study of Revolutionary Loyalists and Pa¬ 
triots, an Adlerian approach to Populism, and Robert Jay Lifton’s “survivor 
guilt” interpretation of the My Lai atrocity. 

Eclecticism leads directly to the problem of definition: When does an 
interpretation or subject become “psychological” enough to be called 
psychohistory? My premise has been that the work falls under that rubric 
when the author (in text, notes, or appendix) discusses the pertinence of 
formal psychological theory, uses it knowledgeably, and demonstrates a 
willingness to follow it wherever it leads—meaning to use it consistently or to 
acknowledge snags in the attempt to interweave the theory and history. 
Psychohistory means the deliberate use of psychology. Of course it can be 
used implicitly, and at some point being coy can give rise to the objection that 
the theory isn’t really there at all. Boyer and Nissenbaum’s selection, for 
example, illustrates principles of ego-defense mechanisms but nowhere men¬ 
tions Sigmund or Anna Freud. Rather than press a point, I have included it 
and a few others like it for their heuristic value. They illustrate a sensibility 
that this book urges us to sharpen. 

It may be self-evident that limitations of space have forced me to shorten 
many of these selections. For the sake of continuity and simplicity I have 
gone a step further and omitted ellipsis points—trappings of excision that in 
this case would be more distracting than purposeful. Especially with the 
Burrows and Wallace, Hull et al., Jordan, Elkins, Youngdale, and Mazlish 
pieces, one should refer to the original article or book for more elaborate 
argument and fuller documentation. 

Finally I should admit that the quality of these selections is uneven and 
that, because psychohistorians have plenty left to do, the volume seems to 
overlook some inviting topics. All the same, these essays more often reflect 
the strengths than the weaknesses of psychology in history and, taken to¬ 
gether, write a compelling brief for more such work. Though my headnotes 
occasionally raise questions, which hardly exhaust the possibilities, they are 
meant to be provocative, not unfriendly. 

My personal thanks go to Michael Aronson, now of the Harvard Univer¬ 
sity Press, who first encouraged me to undertake this anthology, and to Mary 
Lou Kenney, the editor and friend who made numberless suggestions and 
patiently saw the book through the early publishing process. Henry Y. K. 
Tom, social sciences editor, and Judith Stivelband, copy editor, both have 
been exceptionally helpful in the final stages of publication. I am indebted to 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for the faculty fellowship that gave me a 
year at Harvard and time to combine this project with research and teaching 
there; to the students of my applied psychology seminar in Eliot House for 
their considerable help, much of it scholarly; and to Alan Heimert, Master of 
that friendly establishment, for his support and kindnesses. Many colleagues, 
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xiii 

historians and clinicians, have taken time to read portions of the manuscript 
and to help me with the fine points that are critical in interdisciplinary study; 
I owe special thanks to Vamik D. Volkan and C. Knight Aldrich, professors 
of psychiatry at the University of Virginia, and to members of the 
Psychology/Humanities study group there. Ella M. Wood, Lottie M. 
McCauley, Kathleen Casey, Elizabeth C. Stovall, and Vicki Kader are sim¬ 
ply the most cheerful secretaries in academic life. 
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INTRODUCTION 


THE HOUSE OF MANY GABLES 

Robert J. Brugger 


The human heart might be compared to a cavern, Nathaniel Hawthorne 
wrote in one of his journals. Sunshine and flowers around the entrance yield, 
only a few steps within, to “a terrible gloom, and monsters of diverse kinds; it 
seems,” he continued, “like hell itself.” 1 One need not share Hawthorne’s 
sense of sin and shame to agree that all of us are creatures of darkness as well 
as brightness, that everyone is made up of ideals, appetites, thoughts, and 
fears alike. Students of the past generally pay attention to what lies outside 
Hawthorne’s cavern—not all of it sweetness and light: to political power, 
economic forces, and social structure. This anthology offers readers a taste of 
the work historians of the American experience have done while trying to 
probe the depths Hawthorne imagined. 


I 

Psychohistory may be an idea whose time has come, but its entrance has 
not been perfectly graceful. So outrageous are some recent books going by 
that description that one hesitates to use the term in polite company; while it 
raises the pitch of discourse where booklovers gather, the loudest sounds are 
often boos and catcalls. A New Yorker cartoon of a few years ago pictured a 
large, institutional door labeled “Psychohistory Ward.” “Some people mark 
up walls with ugly words,” Newsweek quotes the psychiatrist Robert Coles as 
saying, “other people do psychohistory.” 2 

Americans may be particularly hostile to the genre. Writing history with a 
psychological approach can mean taking into account the irrational and un¬ 
changing features of human nature. Yet we prefer to see in our history the 
record of reason and optimism fulfilled, evidence of progress, a chronicle of 
challenges successfully met. Besides, while many Americans enjoy reading 
about the habits of film stars and the escapades of politicians, that curiosity 
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dwells side by side with a more commendable respect for privacy. Psychohis¬ 
tory can focus attention on sexual and other private matters which, though 
occasionally titillating, reach beyond traditional historical topics. While 
Fawn Brodie’s Thomas Jefferson; An Intimate History (1974) sold very well, it 
also invited salvoes of criticism for dwelling at length on that founding 
father’s real and possible sexual adventures. “By Sex Possessed” read the title 
of an essay on Brodie’s book in Commentary magazine, wherein David Her¬ 
bert Donald drily observed that Brodie seemed to be a disciple of the 
sexologist A. C. Kinsey. Believing that a man ought to be judged by the 
fullness and frequency of his sex life, Brodie, Donald concluded, had made a 
“heroic attempt to restore Jefferson his full humanity.” 3 

Causing scholars special distress are the claims that psychohistory com¬ 
prises an entirely new science, and that it reveals world-shaking truths. 
Lloyd deMause, a New York dabbler in history and psychoanalysis who far 
and away is the most conspicuous spokesman for merging those two callings, 
has brought down upon himself the full wrath of established historians. One 
of them, Jacques Barzun, emeritus professor at Columbia, argues forcefully 
that Clio, muse of history, needs no such new-fangled “doctoring.” As if to 
drive home Barzun’s point for him, deMause makes startling revelation the 
mainstay of his marketing campaign. In 1975, writing in the magazine he 
founded, he described psychohistory as “a science with a terrible sense of 
urgency... uncertain whether it has even one decade to learn what it must in 
order to make a difference in the race... against man’s spiraling ability to de¬ 
stroy himself.” At a meeting of the American Association for the Advance¬ 
ment of Science the following year deMause reported that the American 
Revolution was “a group psychotic episode involving the shared fantasy of 
regression in the mother’s womb.” (Put off by his slighting of the Boston Tea 
Party, the Globe of that city suggested that, had there been any psychohisto¬ 
rians in 1773, “they might have been pitched in right after the tea and it 
would have served them right.”) Then, too, deMause hypes his Journal of 
Psychohistory by making regular mailings to academic membership lists. 
Scholars usually find his snippets on masturbation and infanticide half-baked 
and juvenile. Kenneth S. Lynn, who himself is no stranger to psychological 
theory, refers to deMause’s journal as an adult comic book. Also citing the 
work of more serious historians, Lynn argues that “reckless psychologizing” 
is a “cancer” eating its way “through the whole body of the historical profes¬ 
sion.” 4 


II 

Psychohistory is nothing if not controversial. But before examining more 
fully its own history and the reasons why it causes such controversy, one 
should note that in some sense every good historian is a “psycho” historian. 
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History concerns itself with those things worth knowing about the past, at 
bottom involving people, and certainly their motives, how they grow into 
society, why conflict divides them. One need not look long or far to find 
examples of American biography and history that are sensitive to the issues of 
character or the emotional undercurrents of political behavior. An oft-cited 
example of vividness in portraiture without the apparatus of psychological 
theory is Henry Adams’s treatment of that erratic congressman of Jefferso¬ 
nian Virginia, John Randolph of Roanoke. “Of all his eccentricities the most 
pitiful yet the most absurd were not those which sprang from his lower but 
from his higher instincts,” Adams wrote in a biography published in 1882: 

Half his rudeness and savagery was due to the pride which would allow no one to see 
the full extent of his weakness. At times he turned violently on himself. So in the 
spring of 1815 he snatched at religion and for an instant felt a serious hope that 
through the church he might purify his nature; yet even in his most tender moments 
there was something almost humorous in his childlike incapacity to practice for two 
consecutive instants the habit of self-control or the simplest instincts of Christiani¬ 
ty.. -. If in his moments of utmost Christian exaltation he could only think he had 
forgiven his enemies and would hurt no human being if he had the power, what must 
have been his passion for inflicting pain when the devil within his breast held un¬ 
checked dominion! 

Adams’s psychological insights were informal, phrased in ordinary English; 
they strike his readers as convincing and “true” to our own experience. So do 
the observations of William E. B. Du Bois, the early-twentieth-century black 
historian, on the rage of white mobs in the post-Civil War South. “Before the 
wide eyes of the mob is ever the Shape of Fear,” said Du Bois in his Black 
Reconstruction in America (1935): 

Back of the writhing, yelling, cruel-eyed demons who break, destroy, maim and 
lynch and bum at the stake, is the knot, large or small, of normal human beings, and 
these human beings at heart are desperately afraid of something. Of what? Of many 
things, but usually of losing their jobs, being declassed, degraded, or actually dis¬ 
graced of losing their hopes, their savings, their plans for their children; of the actual 
pangs of hunger, of dirt, of crime. 

Like the novelist or short story writer, the most sensitive historians and 
biographers demonstrate a highly developed awareness of the force and flow 
of human feelings. 5 

But psychohistory holds out the promise that the psychology it employs is 
formal or theoretical rather than commonsensical, perhaps even discussed in 
the text, and that the union enables the historian to do what otherwise he 
could not. Interest in such formal linkage began as early as 1896, according to 
John Garraty, when the English scientist and writer Havelock Ellis described 
biography as “applied psychology.” Among the first attempts to make the 
application in this country were the psychoanalytic biographies that followed 
Freud’s visit to the United States in 1909 and the American publication of his 
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis in 1920. Except for a volume on Martin 
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Luther, which Preserved Smith, the Cornell historian, published in 1913, 
most of the new psychoanalytic studies were of American subjects. 
Katherine Anthony offered a book on Margaret Fuller, the transcendentalist 
writer, in 1920; three years later Ralph V. Harlow finished a biography of 
Samuel Adams. Two books appeared in the 1920s on that eminent 
psychological subject, Edgar Allan Poe, one by Joseph Wood Krutch and 
another by a French emigre and disciple of Freud, Marie Bonaparte. In 1929 
Gerald W. Johnson, a newspaperman and writer, had his own try with John 
Randolph, whom in a subtitle he described as u a political fantastic.” In the 
early thirties Leon Pierce Clark, a practicing psychiatrist, published a 
psychobiography of Lincoln, and the literary critic Lewis Mumford issued a 
memorable book on Herman Melville. 6 

Several of the volumes on this incomplete list did contain useful insights. 
Every failure wants to forget his failures, wrote Harlow of Sam Adams, 
whose prerevolutionary career was not happy: “He may ignore them, or he 
may seek to deceive himself and others into a conviction that they represent, 
not weakness, but a peculiar virtue.” “Of Poe,” Krutch observed in an impor¬ 
tant passage, “it has often been said with entire truth that whatever objec¬ 
tions might be made to the tone of his stories it could not be denied that they 
are without single exception ‘pure/ and that though they may deal with every 
other horror and corruption known to man they are free from any taint of 
sexual indelicacy.” 7 But on the whole these new psychoanalytical studies— 
filled with jargon, highly judgmental—deserved the cool reception they met. 

By the late 1950s several trends in historical writing reopened the case for 
psychology in history. One was the effort to reconsider and rewrite conven¬ 
tional “Progressive” accounts of the American past. “Revisionist” historians 
wondered, for example, whether there might not be more to sectional conflict 
in the antebellum period than economic differences, more to the Populist and 
Progressive movements than the perennial quarrel between agrarian and 
commercial interests. This revisionist trend invited scholars to look beneath 
the surface or between the lines of public debate for the worries that gave 
such arguments their force. Reflecting the movement was the work of 
Richard Hofstadter, a Columbia University historian, who wrote on the fears 
Populist farmers had of distant, mysterious banks and railroad offices, on the 
status anxieties of Progressive reformers, and on what Hofstadter called “the 
paranoid style” in American politics. 8 Akin to Hofstadter’s approach was 
the research of David Donald, then also teaching at Columbia. In 1956 Donald 
published an essay suggesting that leading abolitionists suffered their own 
uneasiness over changes in nineteenth-century American society and their 
diminishing esteem within it; four years later he registered an important 
advance with Charles Sumner and the Coming of the Civil War —the first profes¬ 
sional historian’s attempt, and a successful one, to make sustained use of 
Freudian theory. Yet another product of Columbia in these years was Stan¬ 
ley Elkins’s doctoral dissertation, a study of slavery that based its case for a 
“Sambo” personality type on several schools of psychological thought. 9 
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From an altogether different direction, from clinical experience in ego 
psychology, Erik H. Erikson in 1958 made his own mark on this genre by 
publishing Young Man Luther. Erikson’s book attracted attention neither by 
making necessary sweeping changes in Reformation history nor because it 
was a complete biography but because it represented a dramatic attempt to 
make biographical and historical use of ideas Erikson had discussed earlier in 
Childhood and Society (1950). Most notable among them was the concept of an 
identity crisis, which American psychologists, sociologists, and other 
scholars had found especially interesting. Erikson’s evidence was embarras- 
ingly thin—virtually nothing is available on Luther’s childhood and little on 
his youth—and critics cited weaknesses in Erikson’s understanding of Protes¬ 
tant theology. 10 His achievement was in combining patterns of personality 
growth derived from long clinical experience with the few historical materials 
he had; the argument he wove in writing this experiment in what he termed 
“psycho-history” was plausible in large part because of the quality of mind, 
the humane sensibility that was so obvious on each page. Here was a convinc¬ 
ing study of a “great man” whose own psychological peculiarities, whose own 
deep-felt needs intermeshed with historical forces. It was a book historians 
could read with craftsmanly admiration even while questioning its eviden¬ 
tiary soundness. 

A broader, harder-to-measure surge of interest in psychological ap¬ 
proaches to history might trace its origins to William Langer’s presidential 
address to the American Historical Association in December 1957. Langer, a 
Harvard professor of European history, whose brother had written a 
psychoanalytic profile of Hitler for the government during World War II, 
chided his colleagues for their conservatism, their rationalism; the “newest 
history,” he said, would answer the urgent need to deepen historical under¬ 
standing “through exploitation of the findings of modern depth psychology.” 
Persons who attended the meeting agree that Langer’s presentation, entitled 
“The Next Assignment,” created little stir at the time. Nonetheless in the 
1960s it served as a mandate for graduate students and younger faculty 
members who found themselves drawn to problems that required grounding 
in psychological theory—or who decided simply to pursue “psychohistory” 
as a new and promising subfield. A young student of European intellectual 
history, Bruce Mazlish, made Langer’s address a point of departure in collect¬ 
ing a book of essays on psychoanalysis and history. Psychohistory emerged 
as a lively topic for papers and discussion at historians’ professional meetings. 
Psychiatrists and historians in several cities organized circles for “applied 
psychoanalysis.” By 1972 a small number of mostly younger historians 
within the American Historical Association formed a Group for the Use of 
Psychology in History and began publishing a newsletter, now a regular 
quarterly, The Psychohistory Review. 11 

In the sixties and seventies these merging currents produced a tide of 
publications in “psychohistory.” Many of the new books were biographies 
bearing resemblances to the Freudian volumes of thirty or forty years before. 
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One of them was partly the work of Freud himself. Thomas Woodrow Wilson , 
published in 1967, after the death of the second Mrs. Wilson, derived from a 
collaboration during the 1930s between the aged analyst, who detested Wil¬ 
son, and William C. Bullitt, a diplomat who for political and personal reasons 
shared that dislike. The Freud-Bullitt book, clumsy, its Wilson grotesque, 
brought forward a legion of reviewers who bemoaned its literary blunders 
and logical errors. 12 By offering an example of how not to do psychohistory, 
and by demonstrating how out of place such crudity was by the late sixties, 
the Freud-Bullitt biography had the effect of promoting better work. Most of 
the psychobiographies of these years avoided the Wilson mistakes and relied 
more heavily on the Eriksonian model, which, after 1969, included besides 
Young Man Luther a prizewinning study of Gandhi. Especially well received, 
and reflecting the careful thought historians were now willing to give 
psychological theory, were Emery Battis’s study of Anne Hutchinson, 
Richard Bushman’s work on Benjamin Franklin, and Kenneth Lynn’s study 
of the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century novelist, William Dean 
Howells. James T. Patterson acknowledged the help of psychological theory 
in writing his biography of Robert Taft, published in 1972; Dorothy Ross’s 
biography of G. Stanley Hall (1972) and Peter Shaw’s The Character of John 
Adams (1976) skillfully intertwined thought with personality. The historian’s 
growing concern with psychological theory has perhaps transformed the 
biographical art as it has literary criticism. It is increasingly difficult to justify 
biography that fails to consider the psychological element in a subject’s life. 
u More than anything else,” writes Richard Ellman in the New York Review of 
Books , “we want in modem biography to see the character forming.” 13 

Yet psychologically influenced history of the sixties and seventies went 
beyond biography. Following the lead of Hofstadter and Donald, David 
Brion Davis reexamined timeworn larger topics like the antebellum “reform” 
movements aimed at exposing and rooting out Masons, Catholics, and 
Mormons; since then Davis’s work has involved the complex political, cul¬ 
tural, intellectual—and psychological—origins of abolitionism. Winthrop D. 
Jordan and others have written extensively on the origins and functions of 
white racism in American life. More remarkably, the historian’s familiarity 
with psychology has considerably enhanced, if not opened up, whole new 
areas of historical inquiry. John Demos’s Eriksonian study of childhood and 
family patterns in seventeenth-century Plymouth colony, A Little Common¬ 
wealth (1970), coincided with the major publications of Philip Greven and 
Kenneth Lockridge on New England communities and contributed measura- 
bly to the growing historical concern with child-rearing, adolescence, sexual 
roles, and family relationships. Interest in psychological theory among histo¬ 
rians has also generated studies in attitudes toward the body and sexuality; 
studies of the position of women in society and male beliefs about them, 
marriage and divorce patterns, conflict between generations, discontent 
among the young, aging, and dying, all involve psychological issues and call 
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for an acquaintance with the theories and findings of clinicians. One must 
conclude that these days the historian who disdains formal psychology does 
so at his peril. 14 


Ill 

Students of history rightly ask where one begins with psychological 
theory, which does after all cover topics ranging from religious cravings to 
conditioned response. Academic psychology departments offer courses as 
diverse as experimental psychology, child development, memory, clinical 
psychology, personality theory, perception, social psychology, cognitive de¬ 
velopment, psycholinguistics, abnormal psychology, animal psychophysics, 
behaviorism—and the list could go on. From our vantage point much that 
academic psychologists do seems harmless drudgery: What does one make of 
statistics measuring the reflexes of startled rats or the anxiety level of lovers? 
In medical schools psychiatrists-in-training examine mental illness as a condi¬ 
tion with origins in somatic (genetic, neurological, and chemical) causes as 
well as personal or social disorders, and pathological states like schizophrenia 
and severe depression may indeed respond best to advanced drugs or care¬ 
fully managed shock therapy. Such findings are of little professional interest 
to historians, who do not try to cure patients and who take for granted the 
structure of brain cells and function of nerve endings. 

On the conceptual plane and a practical level these glib generalizations 
break down. As a rule psychologists’ taxonomic or categorial issues—what 
fits under what heading—may not concern outsiders. But definitions of 
“madness” or pathology do, especially since they have changed through the 
centuries and because the norms for sanity a society establishes tell a great 
deal about it. Then too historians in their research occasionally come upon 
problems that simply demand expert opinion. Donald consulted with 
specialists on Charles Sumner’s traumatic head injury. There is reason to 
believe that Woodrow Wilson suffered a stroke in 1906 and that it influenced 
his presidential leadership; future students of Wilson and the politics of his 
period may need technical help on this point—which in fact a medical doctor 
first raised. Before attempting another study of John Randolph of Roanoke 
one would want to research the causes and symptoms of Klinefelter’s syn¬ 
drome, a chromosomal imbalance. 15 Students of social history do well to 
consult psychological works on the relationship between nutrition and emo¬ 
tional well-being. Wondering about the effect of early parental deaths in the 
southern colonies, to move away from medical examples, one might examine 
clinical findings on separation and loss among present-day children. Psychol¬ 
ogists have in fact explored the topic long enough to have compiled impres¬ 
sive evidence that adults who as children lost one or both parents are espe¬ 
cially prone to nostalgia and depression. Biographers and historians of the 
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family have read with profit psychological data on sibling rivalry—the per¬ 
sonality characteristics typically found according to birth order. 16 

Several theories of personality 17 have come into play when historians have 
tried new approaches to longstanding problems or answered the attacks of 
colleagues on favorite historical figures. One of the references Stanley Elkins 
used in Slavery was Harry Stack Sullivan’s “interpersonal theory,” in which 
one’s character derives extensively from the persons with whom one inter¬ 
acts, especially in formative years and especially with those people in places 
of authority; we are, in that sense the sum of our relationships. Elkins also 
relied on role psychology, the view that a person tries to control the impres¬ 
sions he or she leaves with others—and thereby the responses evoked—by 
wearing masks, ’ or “playing roles,” in the course of everyday dealings. 
David Brion Davis, in a 1969 series of lectures, made use of role theory in a 
study of mutual suspicions between North and South in the pre-Civil War 
period: so fluid was antebellum society, he wrote, extending the message of 
Herman Melville s Confidence Man (1857), that one could never be certain 
which masks were authentic and which were misleading—who was reliable 
and truthful and who was not. 18 A clinician, Sylvan Tompkins, has defended 
Northern abolitionists against charges of being deranged fanatics by invoking 
Gordon Allport s theory of “propriate striving”; hoping to demonstrate their 
emotional stability and lofty intentions, Tomkins has noted that according to 
Allport s humanistic psychology the healthy person chooses goals to realize 
his potential and serve needs beyond himself. 19 

Psychology commands the attention of historians wherever it deals with 
the way people act and believe, and even some forms of measuring or scaling 
thereby find their way into historical writing. Historians in this respect trail 
behind sociologists and political scientists, who, perhaps because like psy¬ 
chologists they study the here and now, have longer-established links with 
psychologists than have most historians. The search for “determinants” has 
led a few younger historians to experiment with trait and cognitive psychol¬ 
ogy* Trait psychology systematically establishes the characteristics that mark 
members of a group under examination. Though the “key traits” psycholo¬ 
gists have listed differ considerably, this method has proven of some use, for 
example in uncovering correlations between the background or temperament 
of judges and tendencies in the opinions they hand down. 20 N. E. H. Hull 
and colleagues, in an essay reprinted in this anthology, apply trait psychol¬ 
ogy to the study of opposing factions in Revolutionary New York, culling 
manuscript sources for “answers” to a kind of “questionnaire” they devised 
and comparing the results to traditional accounts of Loyalism and patriotism. 

Cognitive psychology, concerning the development of powers of mind and 
patterns or styles of belief, probably will prove of more lasting value to 
historians. Social scientists already have used cognitive theory in working on 
past topics. Ole Holsti distilled from John Foster Dulles’s writings and public 
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speeches ten cardinal beliefs which made up what Holsti calls an “operational 
code” and by which Dulles’s mind, rather like a computer, organized the 
“input” of information it received from the military-diplomatic world outside 
himself. Leon Festinger’s 1957 textbook on cognitive dissonance used the 
Millerite movement of the 1840s to illustrate the theory that we tend to hold 
beliefs in a cohesive, stable structure. When outside reality or introduced 
beliefs conflict with the existing structure, something has to give. In the case 
of the Millerites, whose leader predicted the end of the world in August 1843 
only to see the day pass peacefully, reality was readjusted to “fit” their 
cognitive pattern: either they had simply miscalculated the time or their faith 
was being tested by a deity who had only postponed the day of judgment. In 
like manner, Robert M. Cover has used cognitive dissonance theory to help 
explain the rulings of Virginia judges in the early republic who found them¬ 
selves caught between the demands of slave law and the call of conscience. 21 
The most innovative work in cognitive psychohistory may finally draw on 
Jean Piaget’s empirical studies of intellectual growth or sophistication in 
reasoning among children. Different societies—because of the way each 
brings young people to adulthood—produce persons with different cognitive 
capacities. Perhaps the thinking done in a society, as evidenced in its legal 
theory or views of history, develops over time just as do the cognitive skills of 
maturing children. 22 

Concepts of cognitive psychology may introduce new questions to in¬ 
tellectual historians and novel ways of approaching old ones. The work of 
Hull et al., Holsti, and others illustrates, they argue, the adaptability of 
experimental psychology to historical explanation. Historians make occa¬ 
sional use of theory to stir or throw oil on interpretive waters and sometimes 
face problems that specialists can help to solve by dint of professional experi¬ 
ence and accumulated data. But at bottom the question is whether historians 
should otherwise or of necessity bother with psychological literature, 
whether there is compelling reason for historians to be psychologically 
minded in the sense of studying formal theory, or for there to be something 
called psychohistory. According to Lloyd deMause, that reason lies in the 
formative power of early life; “no childhood,” he is quoted within this vol¬ 
ume as saying, “no psychohistory.” A better reason lies with the theory 
of the unconscious: if one can agree that within us are urges or sugges¬ 
tions we are not always aware of and also that we “defend” ourselves in 
often nondeliberate ways, then all the fuss about psychology in history will 
appear justified. This leap of faith actually is not so frightening. Even if the 
unconscious cannot itself be placed under a microscope or on a dissecting 
table (indeed it is not a thing, and referring to it as “the unconscious” is a 
shorthand device), few students of human nature deny that something an¬ 
swering its description acts within us. 23 Everyone has his or her own example 
of “evidence” that it does; usually our reflections conclude less with questions 
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about the existence of the unconscious than with puzzlement about how this 
feature of the mind “works” or influences us. 

Though Sigmund Freud hardly discovered the unconscious, he examined 
it with revolutionary rigor and completeness. 24 Training as a physician in 
late-nineteenth-century Vienna, Freud grew interested in patients with “hys¬ 
terical symptoms,” or ailments and oddities with no apparent physical 
source. His knowledge of hypnotic practice, then the subject of much medical 
curiosity, and of the writings of the French student of mental disorders Jean 
Charcot led him to experiments by which he decided that hysterical symp¬ 
toms resulted from experiences or fears that patients could not talk about 
when fully conscious. Freud’s method soon changed from the rather unpro¬ 
ductive one of hypnosis to “free associating” with patients while they, relaxed 
on a couch in his office, spoke with as little reserve as possible of their 
dreams, of the images and associations that came to mind as Freud tried to 
re-create their emotional past. The fruit of this work, the point of Freud’s 
early essays, was the hypothesis that the mind is a study in tension between 
conscious and unconscious. As his clinical practice grew larger and his writ¬ 
ings bolder, Freud modified this view of the mind’s “topography” so that it 
was divided into the familiar tripartite order superego, ego, and id. The ego 
in his theory resembled a lid on a cauldron boiling with id, or unconscious 
impulses that called for containment, or “repression,” and that in the end 
were two contrary drives. One was the sexual instinct (eros or libido), the 
other aggression (thanatos or destrudo). To love and to destroy were the 
deep-seated wishes which, Freud wrote in 1920, 25 made up contending yet 
complementary urges inside all men and women. 

These primary impulses play themselves out in the developmental, or 
family, drama, for which Freud is probably best known. Based on his work 
with patients whose disturbances seemed to have origins in early life, Freud 
constructed a theory of psychological growth that he argued was empirically 
grounded in infantile animal needs and the child’s early attachments to and 
jealousy of parents. The oral stage he described as that of an infant’s total 
dependence on his mother, of breastfeeding, and of blissful unity with the 
source of all gratification; in the anal stage the child, as he masters control of 
the excretory functions, finds them an object of intense curiosity; in the 
phallic and the latency stages—roughly between the ages of five and 
twelve—Freud believed that children discover but hold in abeyance knowl¬ 
edge of sexual differences. In the genital stage young people learn about and 
want to act on their sexual urge. Having established these psychobiological 
steps, Freud argued for the formative importance of the first few years of life. 
Disruption of or unusual experiences in the oral or anal stages leads to 
“fixations”—peculiar dependencies or characterological marks that bear the 
imprint of the troubled phase. Abrupt or early weaning, for example, would 
produce adult obsession with things in or of the mouth; harsh toilet training 
might lead to an unusually severe sense of order, time, and spending. Freud 
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also thought that emotional strain in adults could and did bring about tem¬ 
porary “regression” to one of these early stages, with any or all its signs. 

The key to Freud’s developmental theory was his view that the first sexual 
attraction in anyone’s life, the first “love affair,” involves the opposite-sex 
parent, and it invariably brings with it anxiety and often causes damage. The 
oedipal crisis, named for the Greek tragedy in which King Oedipus unknow¬ 
ingly falls in love with and weds his mother, occurs between the anal and 
latency periods, Freud wrote. He described a frightening situation in which 
each young boy finds himself: loving and “wanting” (in a primitive or pre- 
sexual sense) his mother, the boy faces the swift and sure retribution of the 
father, who as her mate jealously guards the mother. Young girls, in an 
“Electra” variation, somehow have to work themselves out of a similar pre¬ 
dicament. In the oedipal dilemma, according to Freudian theory, lie the 
origins of parent-child rivalry and its perplexing mixture of love and 
“hate”—its “ambivalent” affection. Therein Freud also placed the 
psychosexual roots of the superego, the consciencelike arbiter of one’s 
thoughts and acts. Stated as simply as possible, Freud wrote that boys, 
unconsciously fearful that their father will literally or figuratively castrate 
them for their designs on the mother, make amends by adapting themselves 
to fatherly and, more broadly, to social dictates. 

From these hypotheses pour insights and methods that fascinate any 
humanist. Among Freud’s signal contributions was his view that there is a 
wholeness or coherence to mental experience, deliberate acts having roots in 
the unconscious and unconscious wishes in the instincts or principles he 
believed he had discovered; by Freud’s rule of “psychic determinism” every 
“motion” of the mind—every fantasy, every slip, mannerism, or “fetish”— 
has a traceable psychic cause. While these reasons may be successfully re¬ 
pressed, they act on us regardless whether we are aware of them. The result 
is that things are not as they seem, that there is meaning beneath the surface 
of thought and action. The ego, as a sentry against unacceptable wishes, 
deflects, reverses, or denies them, mixes them with their opposites and— 
typically in what Freud called “dream work”—“condenses,” or collapses the 
complex into the vividly simple. Thus in Freud’s scheme an affianced person 
does not, for example, simply “lose” an engagement ring; he or she uncon¬ 
sciously makes a statement of doubt or ambivalence, otherwise unspeakable. 
To recognize the persuasiveness of Freud’s schema one need only consider 
the saliency of something “forgotten” or blurted out in an emotionally 
charged or unguarded moment, or the suggestive richness of one’s dreams. 
Finally, besides showing the protean or fluid quality of mental operations, 
the psychoanalytic system offers a method of analysis that ties together pre¬ 
sumably distinct problems. Interpreting dreams requires the same attention 
to the mind’s “scrambling” of urges as did Freud’s work with hysterical 
patients; there are functional similarities among dreams, which Freud called 
the “royal road to the unconscious,” neuroses, by which we play tricks on 
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ourselves in failing to face squarely the sources of our distress, and art, which 

relies heavily on the expression of untutored wishes bubbling up from the 

unconscious. 

Not until Freud’s later years, after World War I, did he spend much time 
reflecting on the large implications or historical dimensions of his theory. 
Several later works tried to make connections between psychoanalysis and 
anthropology. Totem and Taboo (1919) argued from questionable evidence that 
the oedipal conflict had its prototype in actual prehistoric rivalries; at a 
critical point in the life of a human horde the young males, or “sons,” rose up 
against the aging dominant male, or “father,” killed him, and then, guilt- 
stricken, consumed his flesh. Distant human memories of this practice sur¬ 
vived, Freud thought, in religious ceremony and in the potentially explosive 
veneration of charismatic leaders. He explored such leadership briefly in 
Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1920), where he discussed the 
libidinous bonding, the submergence of ego in group love for a single figure, 
which seems necessary in church, army, and mob. In Civilization and Its 
Discontents (1930) Freud wrote an overview of human history based on the 
need of men and women in society to repress and rechannel into constructive 
courses (or “sublimate”) their antisocial instincts. Unable because of social 
convention to enjoy sexual freedom, men and women raised cities, built 
empires, and wrote music instead. Thus in Freud’s view the human race is a 
necessarily unhappy lot. Instinctively licentious, men are circumscribed by 
taboos. Secretly yearning for the domination of a primitive father, they fear 
the authority “castrating” fathers impose. Beset with unattainable wishes, in 
their neuroses they resist true self-understanding. Freud’s answer to the 
unhappiness of mankind was to bring to the level of consciousness as much as 
possible of the id, to come to terms with or unmask the superego for what it 
is, but finally to give in to neither oppression nor libertinism: to achieve 
self-mastery. 26 

These views were harsh, and not all of them won converts. As “father” of 
the psychoanalytic movement, Freud in theory expected and indeed received 
challenges from the students he trained in the method. Alfred Adler, one of 
Freud’s Vienna circle of young disciples, broke with the master in 1911 for 
personal reasons but also over theoretical and therapeutic differences: Adler’s 
“Individual Psychology” stressed the assertive tendencies—the “striving for 
power”—of the ego, the dangers of the “inferiority complex”; he examined 
patients as parts of families and placed emphasis on brief and supportive 
therapeutic encounters. Freud derided Adler and his followers as “buffoons” 
who thought they were preachers. Carl Gustav Jung, a Swiss Protestant 
whom Freud at first thought to be his most promising pupil, went on 
to become his most famous defector. Jung’s concept of the unconscious went 
beyond Freud to embrace, at bottom, archaic images, or “archetypes,” 
derived from man’s evolutionary past. Blackness as a symbol might therefore 
draw on primordial fears of darkness; dreams of washing ashore or coming 
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out of water might issue from the organism’s shared memories of progressing 
from fish to amphibian. Jung wrote that each person has a social mask, an 
ideal self (or “persona”), and an evil self (or “shadow”). He introduced con¬ 
cepts of extrovert and introvert. Jung’s orientation, metaphysical where 
Freud’s was biological and clinical, led him to think about the meaning of life 
and the way one arrives at a satisfying old age. Geza Roheim, another stu¬ 
dent of Freud, made his point of departure the psychoanalytic interpretation 
of character and social change. 27 

These variations might deserve less space except that they prefigured and 
paralleled developments that made psychoanalysis far more valuable to histo¬ 
rians than was Freud’s theory by itself. Adler and Jung, studying the ego and 
reaching beyond infancy for influences on character, complemented the 
studies of Freud’s daughter Anna, who, after his death, in 1939, continued 
his work and introduced important shifts in orthodox theory. Her subjects, 
instead of the well-educated, middle-class adults whom her father had 
treated, were primarily children, whose growth and resiliency centered An¬ 
na’s attention on the ego and its adaptive strengths. In a 1923 essay Freud 
himself had spoken of “internalization” and “identification” as ego capacities 
worthy of notice; 28 Anna Freud’s The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (1936) 
continued this line of inquiry so that the ego, instead of being squeezed 
between id and superego, took on functions of its own and assumed a 
dynamic relationship with the world outside it: the ego, for example, takes 
in, introjects, or internalizes surrounding values in the course of growth or as 
a defense against possible threats, and identifies with persons or things out¬ 
side it as a means of enhancement or protection. By means of “projection” 
one unconsciously sees in others, while denying in oneself, qualities that are 
unattractive or dangerous, and by “displacement” one vents feelings— 
especially of anger—against something less dangerous than the thing that 
aroused the anger. In the same vein the ego “splits,” or separates to make 
palatable, the hateful or redeeming qualities of someone with great power or 
attraction. Clinicians like Heinz Hartmann and David Rapaport joined Anna 
Freud in studying the coping or adaptive devices of the self. 

A student of Anna Freud and Hartmann, Erik Erikson has made the 
subject of self in society—the point where “depth” psychology and history 
cross paths—one of considerable intellectual vitality. 29 Born in Denmark in 
1902, Erikson’s early ambitions were artistic; it was as an art student vaga¬ 
bonding about Europe in 1927 that quite by accident he happened to spend 
a summer tutoring some of Anna Freud’s patients in Vienna. The young 
Dane found her work fascinating. He underwent the analytic process that 
Freud had made a requirement of all practitioners of his method, and then in 
1933, feeling cramped in Freud’s Vienna and having recently married an 
American, Erikson embarked on his own career in Boston. Affiliated with 
the Harvard clinic directed by Henry A. Murray, Erikson there enjoyed 
productive years researching and writing on children’s habits of play. At the 
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same time he developed ties with social scientists, Margaret Mead among 
them, and learned much from Murray, himself a leading student of personal¬ 
ity in culture. Erikson’s concern with the problem of childhood adjustments 
in different social settings led to fieldwork among American Indian tribes and 
produced additional essays in scholarly journals. In 1950 this artist-observer, 
who had never bothered to earn a diploma, captured the attention of scholars 
in more than a few disciplines with the publication of Childhood and Society, a 
book that drew together many of his previous writings but represented more 
than the sum of its parts. 

While in it Erikson acknowledged debts to Hartmann, Murray, and oth¬ 
ers, his success was in making a theoretical statement of original value. For 
one thing he spoke of stages of growth that covered the entire span of a 
normal life. These “ages of man,” each of them involving a crisis one must 
meet before moving along safely to the next, Erikson said, begin with the 
same psychobiological periods that Freud had discussed. Erikson altered the 
concepts and introduced new terms for them because he invested them and 
his other stages with social significance. Freud’s oral stage Erikson called 
trust versus mistrust, ’ a time when a mother’s manner of answering infan- 
tile needs—and her method varied according to social custom, Erikson 
found—helps to shape a person’s fundamental attitudes of love and aggres¬ 
sion toward others and the world itself. In Erikson’s account, for example, 
Sioux mothers by their weaning practices were able to foster their infant 
sons aggressive instincts and to aim them outward over the landscape to the 
hunting enterprise and tribal enemies. The anal stage Erikson treated as a 
matter of a child’s learning to take and let go, or of “autonomy” when mas¬ 
tered properly and shame and doubt” when the muscular-anal issues of 
toilet training leave psychological scars; on this point his illustration was the 
saving and timing” culture of the salmon-fishing Yurok tribe. A child’s 
explorations after discovering genital differences and beginning to walk— 
coinciding with Freud s oedipal period—Erikson analyzed as the stage of 
^initiative versus guilt,” an age with social meaning in that it partakes of 
“making” and of “being on the make.” Freud’s latency period in Erikson’s 
research made more sense as a stage of “industry” wherein one enters life 
outside the family and acquires basic skills of tools and interaction, the failure 
of industry leading to “inferiority.” 

Erikson s ideas, based he said on Freudian theory, faced issues in ego 
psychology that the master would probably have looked upon askance. Like 
Jung, for instance, Erikson with his eighth and last stage of life contemplated 
the psychological settlement that men and women try to reach in the winter 
of their lives; he described the crisis as one of “ego integrity,” of either feeling 
fulfilled after leaving a legacy for succeeding generations or of having de¬ 
spaired of life’s meaningfulness. Preceding such final stock-taking was the 
crisis of “generativity”—the mid-life assessment of one’s productivity and its 
worth, and before that seventh stage came success or failure at finding what 
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Erikson called “intimacy.” Men and women, he wrote, seek a mature and 
lasting closeness that grows out of conjugal love and the nurturance of their 
children. Each of Erikson’s resolutions built on what had gone before: with¬ 
out realizing who one was and what one “stood” for in life, no intimacy was 
possible in Erikson’s scheme. That pivotal issue of “identity or role 
confusion”—the problem of finding oneself in youth—Erikson defined as the 
quest for harmony with oneself, for “a new sense of continuity and same¬ 
ness, confidence in one s character and purpose, and a sense of where one 
fits in society and the future. 30 Identity meant direction that included em¬ 
bracing an ideology or a framework that helped to organize one’s perception 
of the world. Making Erikson generally relevant beyond the clinic was his 
argument in Childhood and Society —developed more fully since then—that 
society, rather than an enemy of the self as Freud wrote, is necessary to it. 

Open though historians may be to the helpfulness of any psychological 
theory, more often than not they turn to psychoanalysis. The pieces in this 
anthology illustrate the pervasive influence of psychoanalytic principles; in¬ 
deed Freudian insights have become part of the very language we commonly 
use to describe ourselves and one another. Historians find psychoanalysis 
useful because it speaks to the conflict and development which, in one form or 
another, are central to historical study. Rather than simply describing spe¬ 
cific behavior, psychoanalysis embraces a theory of human nature, reaching 
beneath the conscious, dealing with the push and pull of different impulses, 
and involving itself with causes—or at least with the roots of the individual 
psyche in time. Within this tradition Eriksonian ego theory now offers histo- 
rians the richest return on their reading. It promotes inquiries that tie to¬ 
gether unconscious impulses and processes, the conscious self, beliefs, and 
the social reality beyond the individual. 

Another value of psychoanalysis is that it remains an inherently clinical 
theory—a working and evolving body of theory that changes in emphasis as 
patients and therapists interact. The view of women in Freud’s classical 
theory, for one thing, has undergone criticism and revision. Judith M. 
Bardwick, Janine Chassequet, and others now speak of a psychology of 
women and emphasize, as does Carroll Smith-Rosenberg in her essay in this 
collection, the peculiar life experiences of women. 31 Robert Jay Lifton, a 
pioneer in psychohistory who works within the psychoanalytic framework, 
has spent much of his career studying the impact of disasters and extreme 
stress; 32 in a selection appearing here, Lifton draws on the theory that victims 
of these experiences carry with them a frequently dangerous emotional resi¬ 
due. A number of British analysts—W. R. D. Fairbairn, Otto Kemberg, 
Harry J. S. Guntrip, D. W. Winnicott, and John Bowlby prominent among 
them—have developed an “object-relations” strain of theory that lays stress 
on the ways in which “libidinal and antilibidinal factors” (as Fairbairn prefers 
to call Freud’s erotic and aggressive drives) relate to objects outside the self. 
The British school studies the function of such objects when internalized; 
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John Bowlby has studied how people adapt when these attachments change 
or are lost. 33 Heinz Kohut, an Austrian-born analyst now teaching at the 
Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis, also has extended Freud’s theory. 
Kohut has published extensively on the viability of “the self” as an entity 
partaking of superego, ego, and id and adapting to changing social situa¬ 
tions. 34 Instrumental in establishing the Center for Psychosocial Studies in 
Chicago, Kohut shares with Kemberg an interest in narcissism, a topic 
Christopher Lasch discusses in this collection. Focused study of “the self” 
can be of theoretical value to biographers; the inclusion of persons and sym¬ 
bols as “objects” in object-relations theory should prove of interest to histo- 
rians examining, say, the reasons why certain leaders or political rhetorics 
appeal to certain groups in particular circumstances. In any event, these 
growing points in psychoanalytic theory reflect an awareness that psyche and 
self develop within a sociocultural setting. 


IV 

Even a passing acquaintance with these theories should make clear that 
they present problems for the historian. First of all there is no single psychol- 
ogy, no unchanging theory, on which he or she can depend. Behaviorism, 
cognitive studies, child development, and the rest are subject to the refine¬ 
ments and reevaluation that go with continuing research. From Freud to his 
wayward disciples to his daughter Anna and ego psychologists like Erikson to 
the British students of object-relations, psychoanalysis—better maintained 
than many orthodoxies—has continued to evolve, split off, change in em¬ 
phasis. One can argue that closeness to the clinic is a weakness instead of a 
strength: if psychohistory means nothing more than applying the “tools” of 
psychology, the historian can scarcely rely on them, and a poor craftsman it 
is who cannot. As Jacques Barzun and others have pointed out, when histo¬ 
rians decide to apply a psychological theory, they have no assurance that it 
will remain valid long enough to get the book through its printing. 35 

Nor, if psychohistory means simply joining two disciplines, wedding two 
methodologies, is it likely that the marriage was made in heaven. Though 
history and psychology have common concerns with motives, socialization, 
and patterns of human behavior, differences finally outweigh similarities. 
Psychoanalytic therapy, for example, involves the study of a life or case 
history, searching a person s past. Yet the resemblance to biography is super- 
ficial. The patient’s recollections and associations never stand the usual tests 
of historical criticism. The analyst’s interpretation finally needs to make 
sense only to the patient in that it translates his overlaid past into the present 
and transfers his feelings for the therapist (as stand-in for past figures) into 
the open, where their oppressive power can be dealt with. The analyst’s 
“history” tries to help a patient by reconstructing the psychic origins of 
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pathology; the historian’s analysis aims to answer questions about the past by 
reconstructing what men thought and did. The analyst can give and take 
with a patient, allowing a process to take its course; even in those rare cases 
when a historian is able to sit down and talk with a subject, as did Doris 
Kearns with Lyndon Johnson, intimate disclosures are either out of bounds 
or likely to be counterfeited. The more common problem is that one “cannot 
psychoanalyze the dead,” as critics of psychohistory put it, and there is no 
denying the partial truth of that observation. 36 

True, too, that the scholarly purposes of psychology and history are dif¬ 
ferent. Strictly speaking, studies of human nature are ahistorical, con¬ 
ducted without interest in time or place. We cannot be sure that the stages 
of life number exactly eight or that everyone has faced these crises quite as 
Erikson describes them regardless whether he or she lived on a Sioux reserva¬ 
tion during the Depression, in a German village in late medieval Europe, or 
in British-controlled India. Erikson’s stages of man, Frederick Crews wrote 
in 1975, are “highly moralized struggles” by which Erikson presumes “to set 
forth a complete life plan for his species, irrespective of cultural dif¬ 
ferences.” 37 Historians disdainful of the value of psychoanalysis are quick to 
note that Freud’s theory holds the dynamics of the unconscious, the drives of 
sexuality and aggression, to be constants in all men and women throughout 
history and thereby renders history unimportant. 

It is safe to grant that at some deep level there are universals in human 
nature. But given the questions historians ask, they can make little use of 
insights on the likeness of people. Psychohistorians invite stem comment 
when they settle for similarity. In an article exploring the power of nineteenth- 
century American beliefs about the West, for example, Alan Beckman argues 
that the frontier myth gave expression to “the symbolic re-enactment of a 
universal wish drama of childhood, the Oedipus conflict, a wish drama 
whose enactment is necessary for the psychological development of a boy 
into a man.” The West, in this interpretation, symbolizes the mother of early 
infancy, the mother who grants basic wishes and becomes the first love object 
of the child. The East, of course, represents civilization, order, authority— 
and the father, after whom the frontiersman finally patterns himself. 38 This 
symbolic-mythical view of the frontier may suggest deep-seated reasons for 
the popularity of frontier imagery in Jacksonian oratory or of James Fenimore 
Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales among urban, middle-class readers at the 
time. Nonetheless it in no way helps to account for important historical 
differences: Americans—including those who settled the West—divided on 
issues like Indian and land policy, internal improvements, banks, and the 
schedules of protective tariffs. Psychohistory often raises the legitimate ques¬ 
tion “So what?” 

While it may be the case that oedipal wishes are part of “every man’s early 
childhood,” as Beckman reminds us, the point by itself has limited relevance 
because historians devote so much of their time to the uniqueness of persons 
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and historical settings. This distinction between the general and the particu¬ 
lar, the timeless and the unique, reflects the split in principle between scien¬ 
tific inquiry and humanistic undertakings. Scientists seek and use covering or 
general laws that explain why, given certain preconditions, specific results 
become observable. To “explain” something in this sense means to show that 
the results of an experiment covered by the law could only have occurred as 
they did, and that at any time in the future—so long as the preconditions 
obtain—the same occurrence is predictable. Humanists on the other hand try 
to uncover meaning in the record of human experiences and expression. 
Their enterprise is artistic in the sense that it involves fashioning a whole 
from the materials at hand. Their thought and writing transcends the par¬ 
ticular; but the effort is to appreciate or understand rather than to predict. 
Academic psychologists consider themselves scientists. Psychoanalysts still 
debate whether they practice an art or devote themselves to a science. Most 
historians would agree that their work falls somewhere between science and 
art. 39 Historians as humanists concern themselves with the meaning of ideas 
and symbols in the past; when as scientists they speak of explanation, they 
refer to their answers to questions of how and why: how and why a particular 
event took place or a personality developed as it did, when it did—that is, in 
its own historical setting. 

Partaking of both art and science, history represents a disciplined imagina¬ 
tion at work on historical sources. Historians therefore judge their writing 
against standards of logical tightness and soundness of evidence. Yet 
psychohistory often lies vulnerable on these counts. Psychoanalysis, as the 
discussion in the preceding section of this essay makes clear, trains attention 
on the “intrapsychic” tensions that lie well beneath the level of consciousness 
and have their roots in early childhood. Psychoanalytical studies of historical 
personalities thus easily fall victim to what Erikson calls “originology,” a 
preoccupation with the earliest appearance of symptoms, or what in logic is 
known as the genetic fallacy. A similar trap is the reductive fallacy, the 
attempt to make the complicated misleadingly simple or unitary. No biog¬ 
rapher who ascribes the work of a writer or the decisions of a politician to 
such simple “causation” can hope for a respectful hearing. Collapsing the 
answers to why questions to a childhood fixation or a single ego defense 
slights the array of influences that always is involved. It also makes the 
character under study a cartoon, a caricature. 40 

For an illustration of logical lapses one can read Freud and Bullitt’s discus¬ 
sion of Woodrow Wilson during the Lusitania crisis. Politically and person¬ 
ally committed to peace, Wilson in the summer of 1915 was growing angry at 
German disregard for civilian lives and was aware that a swelling number of 
Americans shared his anger. In Freud and Bullitt’s awkward collaboration 
they account for the tone of Wilson’s two diplomatic messages that 
summer—one strongly worded, the other holding out for a change in Ger¬ 
man war policy—as symptomatic of Wilson’s earlier troubled relationship 
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with his father. “The Lusitania note gave release to his hostility to his father,” 
reads the Freud and Bullitt commentary, “the supplementary instruction to 
his passivity to his father.” By this mode of interpretation the real game is 
played deep within the psyche, and whether Wilson is firm with the Ger¬ 
mans or conciliatory he “loses” in that his oedipal struggle explains his every 
move. A conventional historian or biographer would point to diplomatic and 
political considerations—to the most apparent reasons—in accounting for 
Wilson’s conduct. Freud and Bullitt instead begin and end with the uncon¬ 
scious and with childhood issues—the least obvious explanations. Their ne¬ 
glect of the forces acting at the time on Wilson as president illustrates tunnel 
vision in psychohistory at its worst. Writing of unconscious drives as if they 
are fluids with so many pounds pressure per square inch is neither histori¬ 
cally convincing nor, for that matter, the stuff of great literature. “Those 
[unconscious] desires were still in conflict,” Freud and Bullitt continue. “On 
the one hand he wanted to express his unconscious hatred of Germany and his 
unconscious desire to be Jehovah. On the other hand he wanted to express his 
wish to be the Prince of Peace. His problem was to find some course of action 
which would satisfy both these charges of libido and at the same time would 
be acceptable to his Super-Ego.... If, by defeating Germany, he could dic¬ 
tate a permanent peace to the whole world, he would be a Prince of Peace 
indeed!” 41 

The question “How do you know?” is usually the most difficult for the 
psychohistorian to answer. Like lawyers marshaling arguments based on 
available evidence, historians pride themselves on their use of sources, their 
quick recognition of thin, faulty, or missing data. Though the strongest case 
one can make for psychohistory is that it tries to take into account the 
unconscious, the evidence suited for this approach is at best indirect, just as 
evidence of the childhood experiences that are so important to a psychoanaly¬ 
tic interpretation is almost always hard to come by. While for example Fawn 
Brodie’s early biography of the Reconstruction congressman Thad Stevens 
drew upon the facts of Stevens’s lameness and his highly plausible efforts to 
make up for his deformity, Brodie found Thomas Jefferson’s “intimate his¬ 
tory” far more elusive. Reviewers had a field day with her scavenged evi¬ 
dence that Jefferson was a guilt-ridden womanizer. Using Freud’s dictum 
that we accidentally reveal what bothers us in slips of the tongue and pen (as 
well as in jokes and dreams), Brodie noted how words like “corruption” and 
“infidelity” crept into Jefferson’s writings on religion and his letters about the 
unreliability of American and French post offices. By Freud’s principle, 
simply adhered to, the frequent choice of such words may have masked 
self-indictment. 

But diminishing their significance in this case are historical points that 
Brodie missed. The belief that the medieval church had “corrupted” Chris¬ 
tianity was explicit in eighteenth-century religious studies; Joseph Priestly 
used that word in the title of his famous book on the subject. As for “infidel- 
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ity,” Jefferson joined both the pure and profligate in applying this term to 
describe fears that curious postmen and even political enemies were prying 
open letters (as often happened) before they were delivered. If “infidelity” 
denotes illicit sex, Garry Wills observed with glee in the New York Review of 
Books, perhaps Jefferson was a homosexual—since the word also cropped up 
in one of his letters to the South Carolinian, Ralph Izard. Brodie’s evidence 
was not much firmer when she reached Jefferson’s possible love affair with 
Sally Hemings, the light-skinned slave girl, while he served as minister to 
France. “The first evidence that Sally Hemings had become for Jefferson a 
special preoccupation,” Brodie declared, came in his use of the term 
“mulatto” eight times in a log he kept while traveling in northern Europe. 
Being the farmer and amateur scientist he was, Jefferson carefully described 
the soil qualities of the countryside he visited; an earlier trip through south¬ 
ern France—before Sally’s arrival in Paris—had yielded only one “mulatto” 
reference. The trouble here is that “mulatto” was a standard geological cate¬ 
gory in Jefferson’s day, and the soil colors of southern France and northern 
Germany differed exactly as he described them. 42 


V 

While the essays comprising this collection will not escape every logical or 
evidentiary objection, they do offer examples of psychology-in-history aware 
of itself, to paraphrase Emerson, or self-critical in its execution. They illus¬ 
trate humanistic concern for the richness of human subjects; for problems of 
will or intention versus the unintentional or our vulnerability to unconscious 
drives; for the possible roots of intellectual, religious, and artistic creativity. 
They demonstrate the humanist’s sensitivity to anguish and its resolution in 
the historical record. These essays explore the human costs of ambition, 
competition, technological advance, isolated achievement, and rootlessness— 
issues that are of particular importance in the American experience and 
that therefore argue specifically for American psychohistory. These essays 
also argue the seemingly unobjectionable point, which some students of 
history still do not accept, that the historian as scientist cannot solve every 
problem by attending to the most readily accessible reasons, the most 
“rational” causes, alone. The pieces in this anthology make no effort to 
“prove” universal laws of human behavior; they do suggest that common 
psychological impulses and mechanisms invite attention to altogether new 
problems, to the multiple levels of perceived reality, and to the psychological 
strategies of contented and discontented alike. 

Gnawing questions of sufficient evidence probably go with the historian’s 
territory. Critics of psychohistory rightly cite the limitations of circumstan¬ 
tial evidence and the outright gaffs that appear in the literature. Yet clinical 
evidence and psychological data—fruits of the therapeutic encounter and 
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psychological research—can be of immense help to the historian. They pro¬ 
vide missing pieces to the puzzle he wants to put together and point to new 
puzzles. Christopher Lasch’s essay demonstrates how not only developments 
in the theory of narcissism but also clinical data on the narcissistic personality 
structure can shape the questions a historian asks of recent and contemporary 
American life. Robert Jay Lifton’s therapy sessions with Vietnam veterans 
prompted him to use his clinical findings in writing an account of the milieu 
in which these ex-soldiers had grown up and of a curious massacre that 
Americans visited on Vietnamese civilians. In such cases a psychohistorian 
tries to establish a useful parallel relationship between what we know from 
the clinic and what we would like to know about the past. The classic 
example of this tactic, building by suggestive analogy, is Stanley Elkins’s 
slave personality study, in which the experience of nazi concentration camp 
victims provides a framework for a discussion of plantation slavery. 43 Clinical 
findings in this way resemble the dotted line (for the missing years) on the 
historian’s graph showing the rate of Southern economic growth before and 
after the Civil War or perhaps more accurately the durable mesh backing 
archivists use to hold together old manuscripts with tattered pages and miss¬ 
ing lines. 

In biography clinical-historical paralleling entails deductions about a sub¬ 
ject’s early life based on adult personality—an admittedly risky undertaking. 
Consider for example Jefferson’s regard for his mother, a topic on which 
there is so little hard evidence that one of Jefferson’s biographers describes 
Jane Randolph Jefferson, whom her son mentioned only once in all his 
writings, as apparently “a zero quantity” in his life. A retired New York 
analyst, extending Brodie’s discussion, has compared Jefferson’s well- 
documented awkwardness with women and preference for friendships with 
married women to clinical experience and found a very close correspondence 
between him and male patients whose mothers had exercised long and un- 
salutary dominion over their sons. 44 Trying to gain access to Jefferson 
through clinical profiles proves nothing, but it does provide possible answers 
to enduring questions about dark comers in the life of that founding father 
and helps us to understand him as social commentator and even political 
subject. In this collection Bruce Mazlish’s article on Nixon enables the reader 
to watch as a psychobiographer cautiously tries to reconstruct the psycholog¬ 
ically important features of a subject’s early life, based on thin childhood but 
thick adult evidence, using theory or clinical evidence circumspectly to shape 
questions and supply educated guesses where the historical sources are 
sketchy or lacking. 

All the same, psychobiographers need not depend on such adult-to- 
childhood reconstruction. Much recent work avoids the problem of child¬ 
hood evidence by focusing on young adult and mature psychological issues, 
which Eriksonian ego psychology calls to our attention and for which evi¬ 
dence is usually more abundant. Mazlish thus makes the most of the evidence 
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on Nixon’s identity formation, choice of marriage partner, and manifest 
efforts to “make it,” to prove himself in a world he perceived to be hostile. In 
like manner Joan Erikson looks closely at Eleanor Roosevelt as a woman 
seeking her own selfhood while endeavoring to live with and serve her 
strong-willed husband. In addition psychobiographers of late have made end 
runs on a subject’s character by studying and laying stress on those historical 
elements that reveal by reflection. Here is a variation of Erikson’s “great 
man” theorem, by which famous and powerful figures and their peculiar 
needs intersect with historical forces and change their direction. Richard 
Bushman’s discussion of Jonathan Edwards’s religious appeal helps to illumi¬ 
nate his audience and his society, but also delineates Edwards himself, the 
psychological and religious experience that produced him uniquely. By the 
same token Kathleen Dalton’s essay on Teddy Roosevelt’s popularity out¬ 
lines issues that troubled Americans of his day while raising the imprint of 
Victorian values on Roosevelt. By and large psychobiographers have taken 
seriously the warning of Beatrice Cowper Green; the historian, she chided, 
“just as much as the psychologist, should .. . have more in his or her reper¬ 
toire of possible explanations than an overworked Oedipal complex.” 45 

It is instructive, and promising given the traditional artistic goals of biog¬ 
raphers, that psychobiography at its best aims at persuasive coherence. 46 
With that end in view biographers find psychoanalysis, for all its scientific 
shortcomings, nonetheless valuable because it presses us to ask how 
thoughts, fears, acts, refusals to act—how opposites—may form a unified 
historical picture. “There are no accidents” was Freud’s admonition in the 
principle of psychic determinism; “everything fits” is the biographer’s lesson: 
adulthood and childhood, conscious and unconscious, public and private all, 
in some fashion that the psychobiographer sets out to trace, make up a 
coherent whole. Psychohistorians and biographers therefore join in dissent¬ 
ing from psychoanalytic orthodoxy without, as Frederick Crews puts it, 
forsaking its most promising insights—“its attentiveness to signs of conflict, 
its hospitality to multiple significance, its ideas of ambivalence, identifica¬ 
tion, repression, and projection.” 47 With his ear thus “tuned,” the 
psychobiographer is ready to hear what Cushing Strout calls the “resonance” 
that occurs when pieces of evidence at different levels of experience—like 
strings on a guitar—produce a “harmony” of relatedness. In the case of 
William James, argues Strout, this technique means studying the corre¬ 
spondences and suggestive connections, if not simple causality, running 
through James’s relationship with his father, his formal philosophy, and his 
conflicted experience in Civil War and postwar society. 48 Erik Erikson refers 
to this ordering of multilayered evidence as “triple bookkeeping,” and suc¬ 
cessful psychobiography adheres to the spirit of his principle. 49 Psychologi¬ 
cal theory leads, not to simplification, but to a meaningful complexity that 
integrates distinct elements in any biographical problem: the subject’s uncon¬ 
scious impulses and processes, his conscious self, and his setting in society 
and culture. 
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The nonbiographical essays in this anthology illustrate a corollary to the 
meaningful complexity rule: “the multiplication of causes,” in Frank Man¬ 
uel’s phrase, “is a mark of sagacity.” 50 These pieces often draw back from 
startling conclusions for the very reason that historical logic carries the warn¬ 
ing that explanations are seldom simple. Avoiding fallacies of reduction, 
Boyer and Nissenbaum, for example, set out to uncover the meaning that 
tied together real developments and real fears; they prepare the reader for an 
analysis of psychological strains by discussing the political, material, and 
social divisions that gave rise to them. Ronald Walters, Carroll Smith- 
Rosenberg, and Howard Feinstein demonstrate a healthy mix of conven¬ 
tional and psychological reasoning; they shun the approach that would force 
a psychological interpretation on the reader before he is persuaded of the 
need to try one. The John Demos and James Youngdale essays offer exam¬ 
ples of the process by which a psychohistorian, eye sharpened for evidence 
and patterns that others may have overlooked or dismissed, points out the 
shortcomings of earlier treatments of a topic. After explaining the possible 
helpfulness of a psychological perspective, each goes on to discuss the new 
questions that spring to mind, to search for new kinds of evidence, and to try 
on all the evidence for a “fit” with the theory. The psychohistorian is by 
nature a revisionist. Dissatisfied with historical accounts that partake only of 
conscious or surface reality, he or she does not so much substitute expla¬ 
nations based on the unconscious elements in life, however, as explore the 
complex interplay between rational and less readily apparent reasons for 
behavior. 51 

The readings that follow also provide answers to the question where 
psychohistory goes after biography. Psychology, eminently the study of the 
individual, might seem to have no bearing on groups and historical events 
beyond an individual life; one therefore hears that there is a “coming crisis” in 
psychohistory, that psychobiography leads to a dead end. 52 Besides the em¬ 
pirical approach of Hull, Hoffer, and Allen—correlating personality traits to 
political affiliation—these essays demonstrate several ways in which the psy¬ 
chology of the unconscious illuminates group problems in history. All of 
them receive further .treatment in the headnotes. One method entails the 
study of shared unconscious devices or processes—of ego defenses but 
perhaps also of “offense mechanisms”—in an episode or movement. The 
Boyer and Nissenbaum, Dalton, and Youngdale essays illustrate this ap¬ 
proach, as does Jordan’s selection on Jefferson insofar as it reaches for 
broader than biographical significance. As persons we are different; but all of 
us have in common the means of ego defense, and sometimes our employ¬ 
ment of them lays out a pattern revealing cultural assumptions, particular 
social tensions, racial myths, ideal self-images, or political expectations. 
Studying patterns of ego defense involves attention to symbols, surrogates, 
and scapegoats, and their meaning in a specific historical setting. 

Two additional approaches attempt to show ties between social circum¬ 
stances and character structure. The first moves from historical setting to 
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“group personality”—a contradiction of terms that can be a useful fiction. 
The essays by Elkins, Smith-Rosenberg, and Feinstein suggest that life ex¬ 
periences peculiar to a specific group may in fact produce shared personality 
characteristics. The most impressive of such studies next use those findings 
to ask further questions about the social arrangements that were psychologi¬ 
cally confining or shaping. Since personality themes include ego defenses, 
this scheme and the preceding one overlap. Here, however, one treats the 
defenses of a woman hysteric or the “Sambo” role of a slave not as episodic, 
as in patterns of witchcraft accusations, but as part and parcel of life in a 
particular social stratum or within a sex or race group. The reverse of examin¬ 
ing “group personality” based on a definable social experience is studying 
social norms as revealed in personal pathology, a third application of 
psychohistory at the group level, which Lasch’s selection illustrates. This 
strategy moves from patterns of patienthood to themes of society at large. 

Other modes of nonbiographical psychohistory grow out of developmental 
theory, the psychology of generations, and the dynamics of group trauma. 
The study of childhood, for example, opens a wide avenue for psychological 
questions and insights. The Burrows and Wallace piece on the American 
Revolution suggests how—in carefully spelled out circumstances—changes 
in parenting practices can help to account for adult attitudes toward political 
authority. Another approach building on the importance of psychological 
development makes the process of identity formation a stepping-off point: 
because in Erikson’s definition identity depends so heavily on the social 
possibilities open to one, how certain groups of people managed this critical 
passage in life speaks incisively of their historical experience. Cushing 
Strout’s article illustrates the use of an unusual source, late-nineteenth-century 
American fiction, to probe this issue in the cases of middle-class women and 
Jewish immigrants. George Forgie’s essay, drawing on Freud’s theory of the 
oedipal drama, argues that we can better understand the political behavior of 
certain generations by treating them as psychological subjects, an approach 
that awaits further exploitation in examining, say, the impact of the Great 
Depression. Finally, psychohistorians have made attempts to explain sudden 
group decisions like revolutions or severe group experiences like disasters in 
terms of psychological process. The least successful such studies describe a 
group as being like a person and then proceed as if it were true—though 
nations or classes are hardly persons who work out oedipal complexes or 
suffer psychotic episodes. In this collection Youngdale’s piece on the 
Populists offers an example, less objectionable, of social psychology applied 
to group disappointment, while Lifton’s essay draws on the survivor syn¬ 
drome concept to explain a specific violent outburst. The theoretical formula¬ 
tions underlying this mode of psychohistory, about which the headnote to 
Lifton’s discussion says more, call for further thought and experimental ap¬ 
plication. 

Altogether the pieces of this anthology argue a thesis that even the archcri¬ 
tic of psychohistory, Jacques Barzun, might find acceptable. Barzun has 
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insisted that history, to remain the blend of art and science that it is, must 
maintain a chronological dimension, be concrete in its subject matter, and 
qualify as memorable—by which he means both worth remembering and 

capable of being remembered after reading. 53 Driven into bunkers by attacks 
on psychohistory during the past two decades, its practitioners dug deeper 
when Barzun’s Clio and the Doctors (1974) appeared. Yet his classic prescrip¬ 
tions deserve a close reading: they allow plenty of room for innovation in 
approach and subject matter and will quite likely mark the interdisciplinary 
work that proves of widest lasting importance. They do not slam the door on 
psychological analysis as completely as Barzun seemingly intended. Trying 
to answer questions about the past, the historian is clearly free to search other 
disciplines for anything that bears helpfully on a historical problem. Barzun’s 
test for “true” history only reminds us that to be most persuasive to a 
readership the result of the problem-solving will have to handle the issues 
through time, appear in common English rather than clinical or theoretical 
jargon, and apply the customary (though slightly amended) rules of logic. 

The point is that we ought to think of psychohistory, not as a new field or 
science with its own method, but as psychologically informed history, and of 
the psychohistorian, rather than as a sort of mutant, as a student of history 
with a sharpened sensibility. As Paul Monaco said in the History of Childhood 
Quarterly, disagreeing with its editor, Lloyd deMause, “What is needed is 
fewer new disciplines and more thinking about the old ones.” Though his¬ 
tory and psychology have different methods and objectives, the fact di¬ 
minishes in importance when the historian who reads psychology remains a 
historian whose “proofs” and “explanations” need not stand the test of re¬ 
peatable laboratory experiments and whose concerns are not truly with pre¬ 
dictive models or therapeutic measures. The historian may well seek the help 
of academic psychologists or trained analysts in organizing his or her readings 
in theory and, while immersed in the historical evidence, consult with them 
on clinical findings. All the same, the interpretation finally emerges from the 
mind of the historian alone and partakes of all elements which, in his or her 
judgment, help to answer questions of how and why. 54 

The simplicity of this view is its strength. Because historians who read in 
psychological theory remain students of past problems, they may benefit 
from psychological insights without applying the method that clinicians use 
while treating patients. The historian may find psychologists’ questions and 
answers interesting and suggestive, and compare them to his work. He does 
so without binding himself to a body of theory that may undergo change; he 
ties himself only to his own evidence and logic. The historian does not 
“apply” tools after reading in other theories and then writing psychologically. 
The worst psychohistory, in fact, results when theory is “applied” to—or 
pressed down on—a historical subject and its accompanying body of evi¬ 
dence. Tools are for hammering, prying, cutting. Psychological, especially 
psychoanalytic, theory invites another metaphor—one of adrenalin, perhaps, 
a substance that heightens consciousness without distorting it. Readings in 
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psychological theory help to lend coherence and multiply causal factors; and 
while it may not be true that theory is only a “grab bag” 55 —one as good as 
another— it is always the coherence and persuasiveness of the historian’s 
case, the winning of the reader’s confidence given all the evidence, that 
decides the success or failure of the psychohistorians’s work. 

There is much to commend Hawthorne as a guest at these proceedings. 
While we have left his world behind, we have by no means escaped the 
responsibilities he portrayed so vividly in his romances. One of them is to try 
to understand the past, which he said weighs down on us despite ourselves. 
In doing so we might remember that the house of history, like Hawthorne’s 
old New England mansion of seven gables, is a many-sided structure with 
enough room for guests from other disciplines and a great many windows to 
sit beside and look out of. History and biography, this collection seeks to 
demonstrate, clearly are richer when psychological theory and clinical find¬ 
ings are among the visitors. Such history may not yield explanation in the 
purely scientific sense, but if carefully and sensitively executed, it measura¬ 
bly improves on the commonsensical musings that brilliant scholars like 
Henry Adams could produce with a dash of the pen and that Jacques Barzun 
apparently believes everyone capable of writing. 

Another of Hawthorne’s responsibilities is self-knowledge, and it is im¬ 
portant that psychologically informed history urges thinking about ourselves 
as well as the circumstances of our lives. It asks us to consider the relationship 
between self and society, and by dint of examples from the past both warns 
us of our frailties and enables us, if we wish, to suppose what we might make 
of the future. By recommending a search for the unconscious elements in a 
historical problem, psychohistory raises questions of how and why that ex¬ 
tend our analytical range and lead to the self-scrutiny and the awareness of 
human complexity that are so important to intellectual growth and funda¬ 
mental to historical understanding. In Freud’s theory the process of self- 
discovery is at the heart of therapy: “Where the id is, there the ego shall be.” 
In the words of Richard Ellman, who speaks of biography but whose senti¬ 
ments apply to historical inquiry as a humane discipline, “to know another 
person who has lived as well as we know a character in fiction, and better 
than we know ourselves, is not frivolous. It may even be, for reader as well as 
for writer,” he concludes, “an essential part of experience.” 56 
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Erikson: The Growth of His Work (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1970). But see also Frederick 
Crews, “American Prophet,” New York Review of Books, October 16, 1975, together with the 
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Press, 1970); Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association 24, no. 5 (1977), Special 
Supplement—Female Psychology; Christopher Lasch, “Freud and Women,” New York Review of 
Books, October 3, 1974 and exchange of letters, ibid., December 12, 1974; and Jean Baker Miller, 



32 


ROBERT]. BRUGGER 
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of Psychology in History Newsletter 4 (December 1975):4—l 1; Judith M. Wellman, “Some Thoughts 
°n the Psychohistorical Study of Women,” Psycbobistory Review 7 (Fall 1978):20—24; and note 43 
below. 
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major books are Death in Life: Survivors of Hiroshima (New York: Random House, 1968); History 
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Review of Books, August 7, 1975. Martin Quitt’s interesting critique appears in History of Childhood 
Quarterly 3 (Spring 1976):543-51. See also William J. Gilmore, “The Individual and the Group 
in Psychohistory: Rogin’s Father's and Children and the Problem of Jackson’s Health,” Psychohistory 
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JOSEPH AND HIS BROTHERS 
A Story of the Putnam Family 

Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum 


A ready argument for psychologically informed history is the smudged line be¬ 
tween rationality and irrationality in the human record. The Salem witchcraft scare of 
1692, during which 142 persons were accused of witchcraft and 19 were hanged as the 
devil’s agents, offers an especially pointed example: the roots of motivation lie tangled 
within us. It was by far the most serious such outbreak in early American history, and 
when we in this century have referred to the episode it often has been to cite the 
danger of hysteria and superstition. Marion Starkey’s The Devil in Massachusetts (1949) 
described in colorful detail the emotional fury of adolescent girls whose anger against 
“witches” paralleled the Nazi persecution of Jews; in The Crucible (1953) Arthur Miller 
made witch-hunting in Salem a commentary on the ruthless hunt for communists that 
Joe McCarthy was then conducting with the approval of many bystanders. 

Later students of Salem witchcraft have searched for its physiological and 
psychological sources. A graduate student in psychology, Linnda R. Caporael, ar¬ 
gued in Science magazine (April 1976) that a fungus common to the rye that Salem 
Villagers probably grew may have caused hallucinations that the accusers believed 
were a witch’s spell; once baked, the substance changed chemically to a form of LSD. 
John Demos, having earlier published a study of living conditions in Plymouth, A 
Little Commonwealth, maintained in a 1970 article that the severely cramped, mater¬ 
nally oppressive world of young women in colonial New England likely brought on 
the discontent that they, during the witchcraft craze, directed against older women of 
their mothers’ generation. 

Pursuing this second line of inquiry, Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum have 
discovered what they believe was a more complicated pattern. Their book, Salem 
Possessed: The Social Origins of Witchcraft (1974), builds on extensive local church, 
property-holding, and political records and tries to demonstrate overlapping tensions 
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in the area of the witchcraft scare. One axis of friction lay between Salem Town—the 
original settlement, a prosperous seaport that was the political center of the 
locality—and Salem Village, where the bewitched and many of their supposed tor¬ 
mentors lived—a subsistence-farming area, socially less cohesive, politically an ad¬ 
junct to the Town. In the perception of the Villagers, Boyer and Nissenbaum find, 
Salem Town represented worldliness and sin—wealth, status, the secularism of world 
trading, commercial values instead of the piety and simplicity of the old Puritan faith. 
Too, there were divisions among the Villagers themselves, who differed, for example, 
over the pastorate of Samuel Parris—who as minister of the Village church had the 
support of only a bare majority of his congregation and who spoke out strongly 
against encroaching materialism. There were also antagonisms based on property 
differences among the Villagers, a few of whom farmed superior soil or, living along 
the Ipswich Road that led from the Village to the Town, took advantage of their 
location to ship excess produce to the markets of the seaport. Boyer and Nissenbaum 
discover that accusers tended to be Villagers who sided with Parris and were less well 
off, while those accused of witchcraft—after the first few, who were widows with 
strange habits or otherwise socially marginal persons—tended to belong to the anti- 
Parris faction in the Village, to be relatively better off, or to have indirect ties to 
Salem Town and the “bewitching” ways of the world beyond Puritan New England. 

The following piece is from chapter 6 of Boyer and Nissembaum’s book and 
explores another dimension of the witchcraft phenomenon, family rivalry and infight¬ 
ing. It suits this collection first of all because it describes a setting of anger and of 
frustration that was especially painful for some members of the the Putnam family 
and that the historian can present to his readers only with empathy and an ear for 
psychological “truth.” Indeed the malaise Boyer and Nissenbaum re-create in the 
book as a whole partakes of a wide variety of political uncertainties and baneful 
omens. This sense of impending disaster grew out of issues that were critical in early 
colonial New England—generational crowding on family lands, backcountry versus 
urban economic needs and social styles, conflict between parent towns and satellite 
villages, and between minister and congregation. The feeling of doom or catastrophic 
change is itself evidence of psychological unrest of a kind that spawns movements and 
that social psychologists prey upon; it is noteworthy that the feeling recurs through¬ 
out American history. Second, this chapter suggests how received traditions and 
symbols—here those dramatized in the Hansel and Gretel story—can help afflicted 
persons “see” solutions to their grievances. The omnipresence of certain themes in 
folklore, one might go on to say, lends credence to the Jungian view of a collective 
unconscious. Finally, one sees in “Joseph and His Brothers” a pattern of accuser- 
accused that makes sense only in terms of the ego-defense principles of displacement, 
projection, and denial. To accuse someone of witchcraft was indeed to use “language 
as symbolic action” (as the student of literature, Kenneth Burke, put it). Understand¬ 
ing the psychological meaning of the act enables us to decipher what at first may 
appear to be a random sampling of Salem residents. 

To be sure the chapter raises the familiar question of sufficient proof: however 
skillful the essay, does one finish it convinced that the people the Putnams accused 
were in fact stand-ins for their real enemies? 
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FEW SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY Salem Villagers bore the name 

Joseph. It seems generally to have been reserved for certain special cases: for 
a son bom to an older couple after a lapse of several years, or for the first son 
bom to a marriage. Thus in 1690 Thomas Wilkins gave the name to his third 
son, bom twelve years after his next older child. And Joseph Porter, the 

brother of Israel and Benjamin, was the eldest son of his father’s second 
marriage. This interesting pattern was almost certainly linked to the fact that 
the biblical Joseph, from whom the name derives, was the child of Jacob’s old 
age and his first by Rachel, the favorite among his four wives and con¬ 
cubines. 

Thomas Putnam [whose 1681 Village tax of over £10 placed him not only 
first among the Putnams, but well ahead of any other Salem Villager 1 ] mar¬ 
ried Ann Holyoke in 1643, when he was twenty-eight, and he sired eight 
children by her between 1645 and 1662. Only two of these, as it happened, 
were male: Thomas, Jr. (born in 1653) and Edward (1654). 2 As Thomas, Jr., 
came of age early in the 1670’s, and assumed his role as eldest son of the 
richest man in the Village, he could look forward eventually to occupying a 
similarly exalted position himself. This is not to say that his prospects were 
altogether untroubled. He knew that a part of his father’s estate would prob¬ 
ably have to go to provide dowries for his four living sisters, and he knew, 
too, that he would have to divide the bulk of his father’s acreage with his 
younger brother, Edward. And he must have recognized, like all the Put¬ 
nams in these years, that the family’s holdings were relatively isolated from 
the commercial center of Salem Town. 

For young Thomas Putnam, Jr., then, the future may have been bright, 
but not quite so bright as the life he already knew. To live up to his father’s 
station, and his own expectations, it would be necessary for him to take 
positive action. Accordingly, at about the time his uncles John and Nathaniel 
were beginning their ill-starred venture in the iron business, Thomas Put¬ 
nam, Jr., too, attempted to diversify. He chose, however, another form of 
investment: matrimony. In 1678, at the age of twenty-five, young Thomas 
married Ann Carr, daughter of George Carr, one of the richest inhabitants of 
nearby Salisbury. Thomas had reason to expect that his marriage would 
bring him as a matter of course the economic diversification which his uncles 
had attempted so clumsily to achieve on their own. Not only was his father- 
in-law an extremely wealthy man, but his fortune was broadly based in a 
variety of economic activities: George Carr controlled some 400 acres of farm 
land in Salisbury, he owned a shipworks there, and he operated the ferry at a 
principal crossing point on the Merrimack River. At his death, Carr left an 
estate appraised (perhaps under-appraised) at more than £1,000. 3 Thomas 
Putnam must have had every hope, as he married into the Carr family, of 
making his way, in time, into that family’s varied commercial activities. 

But this was not to be. For when George Carr died in 1682 (four years after 
Thomas Putnam’s marriage into the family), his widow and two of his sons 
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moved decisively to hold the family enterprises under their own control. In a 
bitter protest filed with the courts in June 1682, several other members of the 
family (including Thomas Putnam, Jr.) charged that in settling the estate the 
widow Carr and her two sons, who had been appointed executors, were 
blatantly cheating the three Carr daughters, and their husbands, of their 
rightful portions. 4 

But this protest had little effect: about 60 percent of the Carr estate— 
including the shipyard and the ferry business—went, directly or indirectly, 
to the two Carr sons, with the remaining six children receiving comparatively 
modest cash bequests. 5 So vanished whatever hopes Thomas Putnam, Jr., 
may have entertained of using marriage as a vehicle to break out of his total 
economic dependence on the Salem Village lands he could expect to inherit 
from his father. 

Still, those expectations were far from paltry. At the very least, Thomas 
might have anticipated receiving from his father perhaps 300 acres, in addi¬ 
tion to the family homestead, and—if his father followed the pattern of 
modified primogeniture by which he himself (as eldest son) had come into a 
double portion—perhaps considerably more. 

But if Thomas Putnam, Jr., did entertain such prospects, he did not take 
into account the longevity and continued sexual vigor of his father. For in 
1666, the year after his first wife died, the elder Thomas had taken for his 
second a widow by the name of Mary Veren. Second marriages were, of 
course, the rule for widowed persons in colonial New England, but this 
particular one had unexpected and far-reaching overtones. For Mary Veren 
was a woman of Salen Town, the widow of a Salem ship captain named 
Nathaniel Veren whose two brothers were among the more successful of the 
Town s emergent merchant class. Mary Veren herself was the owner of a 
house and lot in the Town, which she had purchased in her own name from one 
of her brothers-in-law. A daughter by her first marriage was to wed another 
Salem merchant and oft-time selectman, Timothy Lindall. 6 

The implications of his father’s second marriage for Thomas Putnam, Jr., 
had deepened immeasurably in 1669 (although the sixteen-year-old youth 
may not have realized it at the time) with the arrival of Joseph Putnam. 
Perhaps Mary Veren had acquired some of the business acumen of the Salem 
circles in which she had moved, or perhaps her new husband had decided on 
his own to shift his deepest loyalties from the connections of his first marriage 
to those of his second. In any case, one or both of them began to promote the 
interests of their son Joseph at the expense of Thomas Putnam’s other chil¬ 
dren, including Thomas, Jr., now on the threshold of manhood. When the 
elder Thomas Putnam died in 1686, he left a will which bequeathed to Mary 
and to Joseph —then sixteen years old—the best part of his estate, including the 
ample family homestead, the household furnishings, all the bams and out¬ 
buildings, and agricultural equipment (the “plow gear and cart and tackling 
of all sorts, with all my tools [and] Implements of all sorts”) and many of the 
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most fertile acres that had been granted to old John Putnam forty years 
before. 7 

Thomas Putnam, Jr., and his siblings were not left out altogether. Indeed, 
the old man may have died half-believing he had been scrupulously fair to all 
his children. He had already settled Thomas and Edward on farms of their 
own carved from his lands, and he confirmed those grants in his will. To his 
daughters he gave cash bequests. 

But Thomas and Edward were convinced that they had been discriminated 
against, and their suspicions were deepened by certain rather unusual terms 
in their father’s will. For example, the document specified that Joseph should 
come into his inheritance at the age of eighteen, rather than at the usual 
twenty-one. (This provision betrayed real concern that Joseph by some mis¬ 
chance or legal maneuver—set off, perhaps, by his mother’s death—might be 
denied his full inheritance.) Even more important, Thomas named Mary and 
the lad Joseph as joint executors of his will and, in a surprising clause whose 
full significance would emerge only gradually, he appointed none other than 
Israel Porter (who also served as witness) [and who was a notorious rival of 
the Putnams] as one of the overseers of the estate. 

The depth of the grievance felt by the older children of Thomas Putnam, 
Sr., is revealed by the determination with which they tried to break the will. 
When the document was presented for probate, it was countered by a peti¬ 
tion bearing the signatures of Thomas Putnam, Jr., his younger brother 
Edward, and their brothers-in-law Jonathan Walcott and William Trask. 
The four declared that they would be “extremely wronged” if their father’s 
will were allowed to stand, and they pointed the finger at what they saw as 
the source of the wrong: the will, they said, “was occasioned to be made as it 
is by our mother-in-law” (“stepmother,” by modern parlance). They asked 
the court to name Thomas Putnam, Jr., as executor, in place of Mary Veren 
Putnam and her son, in order for a “true inventory” to be taken “so that each 
of us may have that proportion of our deceased father’s estate which by the 
law of God and man rightly belongs to us.’’-But Mary hired a lawyer of Salem 
Town, and the challenge got nowhere. 8 

Thus it was that on September 14, 1687—his eighteenth birthday—Joseph 
Putnam became, overnight, one of the richest men in Salem Village. His 
1690 tax was 40 percent higher than that of his older half-brothers; indeed, it 
was well above that of any of the third-generation Putnams, eight of whom 
had reached taxable status by that year. All the other members of the numer¬ 
ous family—but especially Thomas Putnam, Jr.—watched impotently while 
Joseph, who could only have been seen as an interloper though he bore the 
family name, moved quickly and effortlessly into a privileged position in the 
Village. 

But this was not to be all. In 1690, at the unusually youthful age of twenty, 
Joseph Putnam took a wife: she was none other than Elizabeth Porter, the 
sixteen-year-old daughter of Israel Porter. 9 The young man had managed to 
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forge a formal alliance with the one family in the Village which rivaled and 

even surpassed the Putnams in wealth and prestige. This marriage confirmed 
for the other Putnams what was already only too clear: by joining the Porter 
clan Joseph.Putnam had managed to break free of the narrow agrarian con¬ 
straints which held the rest of the Putnams down, and to strengthen his links 
(already strong through his mother) to the social, commercial, and political 
life of Salem Town. And he had achieved all this—and here was the most 
galling part of the business—through no real effort of his own. 

This is not to suggest that Thomas Putnam, Jr., or the other Putnams had 
meanwhile sunk into desperate poverty or been driven completely into the 
political wilderness. Thomas, like his brother, his brothers-in-law, and his 
Putnam cousins, still remained a fairly prosperous farmer and, in the local 
village sphere, an influential figure. But, in relative terms, these years of 
Joseph’s dramatic rise saw the situation of the rest of the family remain more 
or less static. In the years from 1690 to 1695, while the total of Putnam taxes 
(excluding those paid by Joseph) rose by about 6 percent, Joseph’s shot 
upward by about 50 percent. The tax rates of 1690 and 1695 indicate that, 
still in his twenties, he was the wealthiest Putnam and the second richest man 
in the Village. (The richest was his wife’s uncle Joseph Porter, while the 
fourth richest was her uncle-by-marriage Daniel Andrew.) In that same 
five-year interval, the tax paid by Thomas Putnam, Jr., declined by about 10 
percent, from £1 to eighteen shillings. 10 By 1695, this eldest son of the man 
who had been, by a wide margin, the wealthiest taxpayer in Salem Village 
ranked only sixteenth among the 105 householders on the tax rolls. 

Joseph Putnam’s economic rise was paralleled by an increase in his political 
power. From the early years onward, Thomas Putnam, Sr., and his brothers 
and, later, their sons had dominated Village affairs. Joseph’s rise did not 
demolish this entrenched power, but it severely challenged it. The entirely 
new Village Committee elected by the dissident faction in October 1691 was 
made up of Joseph Putnam (still only twenty-two years old) and his newly 
acquired kinsmen Joseph Porter and Daniel Andrew, together with two other 
men of similar anti-Parris views. It was this Committee which so dramati¬ 
cally set itself against Samuel Parris and otherwise repudiated the policies of 
the group which had hitherto run the Village. The crucial meetings of late 
1691, at which the Villagers voted to investigate the “fraudulent” conveyance 
of the parsonage to Samuel Parris in 1689, were called by Joseph Putnam. 
The political turbulence of this period is visually conveyed in the Village 
Book of Record, as the neat, methodical handwriting of Thomas Putnam, Jr. 
(who had served as Village clerk for years until 1691) gives way to someone 
else’s hasty scrawl, probably that of Joseph Putnam himself. 11 

By 1692 the children of the first Thomas Putnam—and especially his 
eldest son’s family—were prepared to believe that witchcraft lay at the root of 
their troubles. They were hardly the first, under similar circumstances, to 
reach such a conclusion. Indeed, this episode In the history of the Putnam 
family is echoed in what might at first seem the least likely of sources: the 
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folk-literature of medieval Europe, in which the evil stepmother and avarici¬ 
ous half-sibling frequently play central roles. The father of Cinderella, for 
example, takes as his second wife a widow associated with high society who, 
with the two daughters of her previous marriage, quickly comes to “govern 
him entirely” (as Mary Veren was accused of doing with her husband Put¬ 
nam) and to relegate Cinderella, the child of his first marriage, to the role of a 
menial. 12 

The parallels are even closer in Hansel and Gretel, even though in this most 
famous witch story of all, the central family (unlike the Putnams) is poor and 
the stepmother brings no children of her own into the household. But like 
Cinderella—and the older children of Thomas Putnam, Sr.—Hansel and 
Gretel find themselves victimized and exploited by their father’s selfish sec¬ 
ond wife, who ultimately persuades her somewhat reluctant husband to 
abandon them to certain death in the forest. But a magical bird leads them to 
a cottage made of bread, cake, and sugar—an impoverished child’s image of 
prosperity. The old witch who lives in the place captures them and treats 
them precisely as their stepmother had done, exploiting their labor and even 
plotting their murder. (“Get up, you lazybones,” she orders Gretel, “fetch 
water and cook something for your brother. When he’s fat I’ll eat him up.”) 
But instead, it is the children who kill the witch, using the method often 
employed in European witch trials: fire. They return home—no trouble 
finding their way this time—laden with the “pearls and precious stones” they 
have discovered hidden in the witch’s house. These they show to their over¬ 
joyed father, who “had not passed a single happy hour since he left them in 
the wood” and who informs them that their stepmother has died in their 
absence. Only the original family is left to share the witch’s wealth. 13 

Both structurally and psychologically, the “witch” in Hansel and Gretel is a 
symbolic projection of the stepmother herself. Each of these women exploits 
the brother and sister and actually tries to kill them, and after the children 
execute the witch, the stepmother turns out, in a most improbable coinci¬ 
dence, to have died at about the same time. It is tempting to speculate about 
what actual event may have given rise to the tale of Hansel and Gretel, Perhaps 
there existed a real stepmother who was killed by her husband’s children— 
children who then excused their deed by calling the selfish woman a witch. 
Or perhaps the historical prototypes of “Hansel” and “Gretel” merely made 
the initial accusation of witchcraft, leaving it to the authorities to bum the 
hated stepmother at the stake. 

If, like the real Hansel and Gretel, the Putnams had expressed their frus¬ 
tration and rage in one terrible act of violence directed against a solitary 
individual, they ’would probably be remembered, if at all, not as historical 
villains but as folk figures—again like Hansel and Gretel, or (to take a more 
recent example) Lizzie Borden. But as even a summary of their role in 1692 
makes clear, the Putnam response, if no less deadly, was far more diffuse and 
indirect. In that year Thomas Putnam, Jr., testified against twelve persons 
and signed complaints against twenty-four. His wife, Ann; his twelve-year- 
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old daughter, Ann, Jr.; and a servant girl in his house named Mercy Lewis 
were all counted among those persons afflicted by “witchcraft.” Indeed, the 
younger Ann Putnam, who testified against at least twenty-one persons, has 
remained the most infamous of the band of “afflicted girls.” Thomas’s 
brother Edward participated in thirteen cases; his brother-in-law Jonathan 
Walcott in seven; and Walcott’s daughter Mary (who lived in Thomas Put¬ 
nam’s house) was not far behind her cousin Ann in attracting spectral tortur¬ 
ers, sixteen of whom assaulted her in 1692. 14 

Strangely enough, the younger Thomas Putnam and his siblings never 
directly attacked the two persons most obviously responsible for their diffi¬ 
culties: their stepmother and their half-brother. Neither Mary Veren Putnam 
nor Joseph Putnam was named as a witch in 1692—though family tradition 
long held that Joseph kept a horse saddled day and night during that summer, 
and never ventured forth without a gun. 15 But, in the end, his precautions 
proved unnecessary. Was this because Mary and her son (unlike wealthy 
persons living outside the Village) were simply too powerful and too im¬ 
mediate a presence to be challenged directly? Or would accusations against 
them—since they were, in spite of everything, still part of the family—have 
involved psychic strains too intense to be borne? Whatever the reason, it 
seems clear that the Putnams in 1692 (like-Hansel and Gretel in the folk tale) 
projected* their bitterness onto persons who were, politically or psychologi¬ 
cally, less threatening targets: notably older women of Mary Veren Putnam’s 
generation. Against such persons they vented the rage and bitterness which 
they were forced to deny (or to channel through such stylized outlets as legal 
petitions) in their relations with Mary and Joseph. 

The original “afflictions,” though evidently beginning in the Parris house¬ 
hold, quickly spread from there to the three girls who lived in the household 
of Thomas Putnam, Jr.: Ann, Mary, and Mercy. But the imprisonment of 
the first three accused witches on March 1, Sarah Good, Sarah Osborne, and 
Tituba, did not cause the symptoms to abate. Indeed, they now spread to 
Thomas’s wife, Ann Putnam, Sr. By the second week in March, both mother 
and daughter were complaining that they were being tortured by another 
woman, Martha Cory. The sufferings of the elder Ann Putnam became 
especially acute on the afternoon of the eighteenth: already “wearied out in 
helping to tend my poor afflicted child and maid,” Mrs. Putnam was just 
lying down in bed “to take a little rest” when Goody Cory’s apparition 
appeared and “torture[d] me so as I cannot express, ready to tear me all to 
pieces.” 16 

Like the three women already in prison, there was a taint about Martha 
Cory: she had given birth, years earlier, to an illegitimate mulatto son, and 
the young man was still living in the Cory household, just over the Village 
line in Salem Town, with Martha and her second husband, Giles Cory. 
(Martha’s first husband had been a Salem Townsman named Rich—like 
Mary Veren she had come as a mature woman to Salem Village after having 
been long identified with Salem Town.) But Goody Cory was not simply 
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another Village outcast like Sarah Good or Tituba, for her husband was a 
prospering though somewhat obstreperous farmer and landowner, and—a 
fact of considerable importance—Martha herself was a covenanting member 
of the Salem Village church. 17 

The accusation of such a person as Martha Cory was a key point along the 
psychological progression which the Thomas Putnam family, and the entire 
witchcraft episode, followed in 1692. For in turning on her they betrayed the 
fact that witchcraft accusations against the powerless, the outcast, or the 
already victimized were not sufficiently cathartic for them. They were driven 
to lash out at persons of real respectability—persons, in short, who reminded 
them of the individuals actually responsible (so they believed) for their own 
reduced fortunes and prospects. Martha Cory was the ideal transition figure: 
she combined respectability with a touch of deviance. If the Putnams could 
bring her down, they would be free, not only politically, but psychologically 
as well, to play out their compulsions on a still larger scale. 

And they brought her down in less than two weeks. On March 19, on the 
strength of Edward Putnam’s complaint that she had afflicted Thomas Put¬ 
nam’s wife and daughter, Martha Cory was arrested. 18 Others would sub¬ 
sequently testify against her, but initially—unlike the first three accused 
women—she was a Putnam family witch pure and simple. 

For their next play in this deadly game of psychological projection,* the 
Putnams moved farther up the social and economic ladder—and thus, in a 
sense, that much closer to Mary Veren Putnam. It was as early as March 13 
that the younger Ann Putnam first saw the new and strange female appari¬ 
tion. “I did not know what her name was then,” she later testified, “though I 
knew where she used to sit in our meetinghouse.” On the fifteenth, Samuel 
Parris’s niece saw the same specter, and four days later, it appeared to Ann 
Putnam, Sr. By this time its identity had somehow been ascertained: it was 
Rebecca Nurse, a respected older woman of Salem Village, and the wife of 
Francis Nurse, a once-obscure artisan who in 1678 had established himself as 
a substantial figure in the Village by purchasing, on credit, a rich, 300-acre 
farm near the Ipswich Road. 19 

Rebecca was convicted largely on the basis of spectral afflictions which 
befell the elder Ann Putnam between March 19 and 24, 1692. At first, until 
Martha Cory was imprisoned, Rebecca was distinctly a secondary figure in 
Ann Putnam’s roster of spectral visitors. But after the twenty-first, with 
Cory safely in prison, Goody Nurse became the dominant presence in Ann’s 
life. On Tuesday March 22, as Mrs. Putnam would later testify, her appari¬ 
tion “set upon me in a most dreadful manner, very early in the morning, as 
soon as it was well light.” The struggle which ensued, and which was to 
continue almost without respite for three days, was at once physical and 


’"[Here and on p. 42 the author:, use “projected” and “projection” when they mean “displaced” 
and “displacement” (i.e., from object a to safer object b).]—Ed. 
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spiritual. Dressed at first “only in her shift,” Nurse carried in her hand the 
morning of her first visitation to the Putnam household a “little red book” 
which she “vehemently” urged Mistress Ann to sign (to sign away what? her 

soul? her estate?). When Ann refused, the specter (as she put it) “threatened 
to tear my soul out of my body,” and denied that God had any power to save 
her. 20 The ordeal lasted almost two hours, and it recurred intermittently for 
the rest of the day. 

It was on the next day, Wednesday the twenty-third, that the Reverend 
Deodat Lawson, Parris’s predecessor in the Village pulpit, visited the be¬ 
sieged household. When he arrived, Ann had just recovered from a “sore fit.” 
At the Putnams’ request, Lawson began to pray, but by the time he had 
finished, Mrs. Putnam “was so stiff she could not be bended.” A little after¬ 
wards, she “began to strive violently with her arms and legs” and to shout at 
her tormenter: “Goodwife Nurse, be gone! be gone! be gone! Are you not 
ashamed, a woman of your profession, to afflict a poor creature so! What hurt 
did I ever do to you in my life?... [B]e gone, do not torment me!” 21 

The scene thereupon turned into an argument about what the future held 
in store for the two women. Mrs. Putnam, for her part, insisted that her 
spectral visitor had “but two years to live” and that then the Devil would 
carry her off to hell: “For this your name is blotted out of God’s Book, and it 
shall never be put in God’s Book again.” But the specter of Rebecca Nurse, 
for its part, seems to have had the same plans in store for Ann Putnam 
herself: “I know what you would have... ,” Ann told her, “but it is out of 
your reach; it is clothed with the white robes of Christ’s righteousness.” 

The encounter between Ann Putnam, Sr., and “Rebecca Nurse” is the 
most vivid and intimate record we have of the actual process by which a 
“witch” was singled out for accusation, and of the degree to which the 
accusers felt palpably threatened by the specters which haunted them. In 
retrospect, perhaps, Rebecca Nurse appears the inevitable victim, since she 
was an ideal “substitute” for Mary Veren Putnam: both were women of 
advanced years, both were prosperous and respected, both were in failing 
health, and both were members of the Salem Town church (though Rebecca 
occasionally worshiped in the Village). 

To be sure, there were also a number of reasons, on the conscious and 
“rational” level, why Ann Putnam may have resented and even feared Re¬ 
becca Nurse. Rebecca was from Topsfleld, whose town authorities had for 
years been harassing the Putnam family by claiming that parts of their lands 
actually lay in Topsfleld rather than in Salem Village. And her husband 
Francis had been involved during the 1670’s in a protracted dispute with 
Nathaniel Putnam over some mutually bounded acreage. 22 Furthermore, 
Francis Nurse, though not a real leader in Village politics, was clearly iden¬ 
tified with the faction which the Putnams opposed. Along with Joseph Put¬ 
nam, Daniel Andrew, and Joseph Porter, he had been elected to the anti- 
Parris Village Committee which took power at the end of 1691. And it was 
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around the Rebecca Nurse case that Israel Porter was soon to try to rally 
opposition to the trials. Finally, even more than Martha Cory, and through 
no doing of her own, Rebecca was particularly vulnerable in 1692: years 
earlier, her mother had been accused of witchcraft (though never arrested or 
brought to trial) and local gossip had it that the taint had been passed on to 
her daughters. (Indeed, probably because the accusations against Rebecca 
jogged memories about the earlier episode, her two sisters were later accused 
as well.) 23 

But while such circumstances made Rebecca Nurse an acceptable and even 
plausible “witch” once she had been accused, they did not themselves pro¬ 
vide the emotional impetus which led to her being singled out in the first 
place. The source of that drive lay in the fact that Ann Putnam was unable or 
unwilling publicly to vent her terrible rage on its living source: her mother- 
in-law Mary Veren Putnam, and perhaps her own mother Elizabeth Carr— 
the two old women who had somehow managed over the years to deprive 
Ann and her family of the high station which, by birth, was rightfully theirs. 
Of this redirected rage, Rebecca Nurse, like Martha Cory before her, was the 
innocent victim. 

Once Rebecca had been singled out, and Ann Putnam’s spectral struggle 
with her had begun, Ann’s frantic monologues reveal a great deal about the 
nature of her obsession: “I know what you would have... , but it is out of 
your reach,” she insists. “[W]e judged she meant her soul,” interpolated 
Deodat Lawson (a little defensively?) at this point in his published report of 
the interview; but Ann’s own words remain laden with unconscious am¬ 
biguity. Indeed, it is surprising how little energy Ann devoted during these 
hours of her travail to accusing Rebecca of witchcraft: it is “Rebecca’s” death 
(or, more specifically, the obliteration of her psychological presence) which 
obsessed her. “Be gone! Be gone! Be gone!” she cries; “Be gone, do not 
torment me.” She insists that Rebecca’s name has been “blotted out” of God’s 
mind forever. She even ventures a prediction: her spectral visitor has “about 
two years to live.” 24 (In fact the guess was only a little optimistic: Mary 
Veren Putnam survived for almost exactly three years.) 

But there is guilt as well as rage in all of this [projected “sin” as well as 
displaced anger]: for when the family of Thomas Putnam was deprived of its 
birthright, first by Elizabeth Carr and then by Mary Veren Putnam, it was 
forced openly and perhaps even consciously to confront the fact that it cared, 
and cared profoundly, about money and status. The apparition which for six 
days urged Ann Putnam to “yield to her hellish temptations,” and which 
denied, as Ann put it, “the power of the Lord Jesus to save my soul,” was, 
after all, in the mind of Mrs. Putnam herself. Did she fear that, covenanting 
church member or no, she had indeed lost her soul?—that it was she and her 
husband, with their open and drawn-out pursuit of money through the 
county courts, who were the real witches? 

Might any of the other Putnams—or Lawson himself—have sensed danger 
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here? In any case, by this time, the family had seen (and heard) enough. 
Later that same day, March 23, Edward and Jonathan Putnam went to the 
officials to swear out a complaint against Goody Nurse, and a warrant for her 
arrest was issued on the spot. 25 Rebecca’s public examination was held the 
next day. Rut although the scene had shifted from Ann Putnam’s bedroom to 
the Village meetinghouse, Ann still dominated it. She called out to Rebecca 
(in what must have been their first non-spectral encounter in some time): 
“Did you not bring the Black Man with you? Did you not bid me tempt God 
and die? How often have you eat and drunk your own damnation?” 

At this, the exhausted Mrs. Putnam fell into still another fit; with the 
permission of the presiding magistrates her husband Thomas carried her 
home. 26 Almost as soon as Rebecca was imprisoned, the elder Ann Putnam’s 
afflictions ceased—and they would not return for over two months. For a 
while, at least, the obsessive presence of Mary Veren, and all she represented 
in the life of Thomas Putnam, Jr., and his family, had been exorcised. 

To understand Thomas Putnam, Jr., and his family is to begin to under¬ 
stand Salem Village. For in Puritan New England, the line between public 
and private concerns was a thin one. Since individual behavior was 
scrutinized by the full community just as closely as it was by a person’s own 
family, it is hardly surprising that public issues should so often have been 
approached from the perspective of family relationships. It was, for example, 
altogether natural (and not in mere rhetorical hyperbole) that a Connecticut 
legislator of the 1690’s, while denouncing an outlying section of his town for 
seeking autonomy, lamented to his fellow lawmakers that “one of your first 
born, a lovely, beautiful child, should be disinherited, and lose its birthright 
to an inferior brat.” 27 

Similarly, the family of Thomas Putnam, Jr., readily wove its personal 
grievances into a comprehensive vision of conspiracy against Salem Village as 
a whole. In this way, the “pro-Parris” Villagers (who might otherwise have 
remained a disorganized collection of farmers ultimately to vanish from the 
hisorical record without a trace) attracted a powerful and determined leader¬ 
ship. Most Salem Village farmers must have found the forces which 
threatened them amorphous and difficult to pin down; for the Putnams, 
however, that task was all too easy: it was Mary Veren and her son Joseph 
who were the serpents in Eden, and if they, or their psychological equiva¬ 
lents, could only be eliminated, all might again be well. 
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JONATHAN EDmRDS AS GREAT MAN 

Identity, Conversion, and Leadership in the Great Awakening 

Richard L. Bushman 


Conceivably “one of the few original intellects of modem Christianity,” in the 
words of Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards was a Congregationalist minister and stu¬ 
dent of religious psychology in early-eighteenth-century Massachusetts. Edwards 
labored to reconcile the doctrines of Puritan Calvinism with the then-new Lockean or 
“sensationalist” theory of the mind. The senses, he argued, were the primary means 
of appreciating the grandeur and glory of God and our own helplessness; no wonder, 
then, that the emotional faculties were the primary means of expressing joy at the 
conversion experience. During the Great Awakening, the series of stirring revivals 
that swept the colonies in the 1730s and 1740s, Edwards’s theory served to underpin 
an approach to religious justification by which—instead of waiting passively for God 
to give a sign of one’s election to grace—it was possible actively to prepare for the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. This preparation and the feelings that accompanied 
conversion were ultimately of significance beyond the strictly religious because shar¬ 
ing them were rich and poor, men and women, powerful and weak, old and young 
alike. Evangelical faith carried the theme of equality and therefore sowed seeds that 
flourished after the Revolution. The ideas Edwards professed on the workings of the 
mind no longer carry scholarly weight. He remains worth knowing, however, be¬ 
cause a major problem he grappled with has proved to be a lasting tension in the 
American experience—the pull between material striving and disdain for purely ma¬ 
terial success. 

A major lesson of the essay that follows is that psychobiography, rather than being 
merely the narrative account of a single person’s character and foibles, can provide a 
means of examining broad historical topics: “great men” or women—particularly 
innovative thinkers, charismatic politicians, and religious leaders—are successful be¬ 
cause they come to terms with personal issues that enable them to speak to the wishes 
or needs of their audiences. The effort to explore the place where private history and 
the forces of public history meet, Richard Bushman observes, owes much to the 
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example of Erik Erikson, whose sequel to Young Man Luther, Ghandi, was unpublished 
when this article first appeared. In Edwards’s inner life the “sins” of pride and 
ambition, his relationship with authority, his inability to indulge sensuality or express 
emotions, all represented—directly or metaphorically—the fault lines of a restless and 
growing society. Thus, as Bushman notes in this selection, personality finds its way 
back into historical studies. 

Bushman’s method, which he discussed more fully in an earlier essay on Benjamin 
Franklin, is to read all available evidence with an eye for recurring psychological 
patterns. Though these themes emerge mostly from the writings the subject left as an 
adult, the themes can alert one to possible similar patterns and their psychological 
roots in early life—without, he adds, either leading one to see in the past more than is 
there or making adult personality nothing more than repetition of what has gone 
before. Bushman’s patterns point the way to adjustable hypotheses about the likely 
initiatives and responses of a diplomat—in Franklin’s case—or, as here, about the 
meaning a religious reformer consciously and unconsciously gave the messages that 
were most prominent in his writings and sermons. 

Introducing the subject of psychological biography in this anthology, Edwards fits 
well here because the study of his career continues themes sounded in the Boyer and 
Nissenbaum chapter. In emotionalism, the central role of young people loosed from 
their usual restrictions, and in expressing anxiety over the evils of worldliness, the 
Great Awakening that Edwards led bears striking resemblance to the Salem witch¬ 
craft scare some forty years before. 


ERIK ERIKSON’S Young Man Luther has raised again the question of the 
great man’s part in history. 1 The early nineteenth-century fascination with 
heroes who bent the course of events through sheer determination and per¬ 
sonal force later faded as new conceptual tools enabled historians to calculate 
more precisely the impact of social forces. The times, it was then believed, 
thrust forward the great men, and rather than shaping events to their wills, 
heroes were as much determined by their environments as the mass. Erik- 
son’s biography of Luther does not restore the hero to his former eminence 
nor discount the weight of social conditions, but it does assert that the 
relationship of a man and his times is an exchange that goes both ways. A 
single individual can bring to his age powers that enable him to mobilize 
forces latent in the mass of men. Not just any power, however imposing, will 
do. The great man’s capacities must be congruent with the needs of his age; 
when he speaks the age must respond. But his presence does make a dif¬ 
ference. The force of one man’s will, as Erikson shows in the case of Luther, 
can shape history. 

Through Luther, Erikson examines the nature of the great man’s power 
and shows that his compelling qualities may grow out of his anxieties as 
much as his strengths. His virtue lies in his unrelenting determination to 
settle psychological controversies which others experience but face less deci¬ 
sively. While most men conceal their anxieties and compromise rather than 
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reconcile internal conflicts, an unusual integrity in the great man compels 
him to harmonize the warring elements. From his anguished quest for peace 
comes a new personal identity and with it a magnificent release of energy and 
determination. The combination of a compelling new identity and individual 
magnetism galvanizes others, and the great man, often without calculation, 
finds himself at the head of a movement. 

All this is extrapolation from the one biography Erikson has published, but 
the notions are so intriguing and Young Man Luther so rewarding that similar 
works on other men seem in order. Only when applied to a number of figures 
can the merit of Erikson’s implicit hypotheses be measured. While of lesser 
magnitude than Luther and Protestantism, Jonathan Edwards and the Great 
Awakening of 1740 in New England were similarly related. The revivals of 
1735 which foreshadowed the greater outburst in 1740 began in Edwards’ 
parish, and for many years he was called to preach wherever ministers 
wished their congregations to join the movement. No one compelled sinners 
to face their doom more relentlessly, and no one told better the sweet rap¬ 
tures of grace or explained more precisely where to place one’s trust. He was 
by common consent the most powerful spokesman for the reborn men of his 
generation. 

To understand the sources of this influence, Erikson’s model of leadership 
calls for a reconstruction of the leader’s identity and of the emotional needs of 
his age, for the great man has access to the hearts of other men at the point 
where the spiritual needs of leader and people converge. In Erikson’s scheme, 
identity is the shape that an individual gives to his life to satisfy himself and 
his society. It is constituted both by his personal likes, dislikes, habits, 
attitudes, fears, hopes, and capacities, and by the way he manages all these 
internal resources within the limitations of his social environment. As Erik¬ 
son puts it, identity in the maturing person is “the accrued experience of the 
ego’s ability to integrate all identifications with the vicissitudes of the libido, 
with the aptitudes developed out of endowment, and with the opportunities 
offered in social roles.” 2 To work with this model in Edwards’ case we must 
delineate the emerging patterns of his thought and feeling and the roles he 
assumed in his father’s parsonage as he grew up. We must also look for strains 
among these components, for it was the resolution of tensions in conversion 
which both shaped his personal identity and prepared him for leadership in 
the Great Awakening. 

Erikson draws heavily on psychoanalysis for his insights into Luther, and 
among psychological systems psychoanalysis is unusually helpful in enlarg¬ 
ing the historian’s understanding of human character. But more important 
than the system employed is the ability to enter into the consciousness of 
another person and to respond to his feelings. Psychoanalysis is particularly 
useful in the interpretation of early childhood, where an adult imagination is 
most likely to fail; but so little information on that period remains in most 
cases, and virtually none for Edwards, that the beginnings perforce must be 
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neglected. Psychoanalytic insights can also help to discover patterns in the 
materials on later life, and in the analysis that follows I have relied more than 
once on Erikson’s reformulation of Freud to interpret the data. 3 But sensitiv¬ 
ity of the sort exhibited by novelists or the best literary critics is the skill most 
evident in Erikson’s work and the one required of historians who would 
follow him. Effective application of his model of leadership depends mostly 
upon the exercise of historical imagination in translating the raw facts of a 
biography into a coherent and believable human experience. 


I 

Jonathan Edwards was bom in 1703 in East Windsor, Connecticut, in the 
household of the Reverend Timothy Edwards. 4 East Windsor had separated 
from Windsor in 1694, and in the first year of its independence the parish 
settled Timothy Edwards as its minister. Fresh from Harvard, he soon mar¬ 
ried and moved into the house which his father, a prosperous Hartford 
merchant, built for him in the center of the village. Jonathan was his fifth 
child and first son, the only son, as it turned out, among eleven children. 

The most evident import of Jonathan’s genealogy is that he would be 
expected to attain to eminence. Differing circumstances on the ancestral lines 
of both mother and father pointed in the same direction: Jonathan would 
have to be powerful and successful, especially intellectually, to fulfill his 
family’s hopes. Jonathan’s mother, Esther, was the daughter of Solomon 
Stoddard and Esther Warham Mather Stoddard, a very imposing pair of 
parents. Solomon Stoddard was the dominant ecclesiastical figure in the 
Connecticut Valley and a powerful man throughout New England. His voice 
could disturb the Mathers in their Boston stronghold and was regarded re¬ 
spectfully everywhere. Most noted for successfully challenging the “New 
England Way” of admitting only visible saints to communion, Stoddard 
believed that true saints could not be discovered and that upright and or¬ 
thodox people should be accepted into the Church in the hope that commu¬ 
nion would help convert them, a view that many churches in the Connecticut 
Valley adopted. Solomon was also renowned for the fervency of his preach¬ 
ing and for the recurrent revivals in his Northampton congregation, a tradi¬ 
tion Jonathan was to inherit and culminate. 

When Solomon accepted the pulpit at Northampton, he met and soon 
married his predecessor’s widow. The daughter of a famed Connecticut 
minister, and a powerful person in her own right, Esther Stoddard was 
widely known for her vigorous mind, strength of will, and considerable 
learning, traits which, along with her name, she gave to Jonathan’s mother. 

Esther Edwards was remembered by her friends as “tall, dignified and 
commanding in her appearance,” yet “affable and gentle in her manners.” 
Solomon sent her to Boston for her education, and she became especially well 
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acquainted with the Scriptures and with theological writers. After Timothy’s 
death she would ask in the neighborhood ladies to listen to her comments on 
theology. Some of the listeners thought Esther Edwards surpassed her hus¬ 
band in “Native vigor of understanding.” 5 

Knowing this much, it seems safe to say that Esther wanted Jonathan to 
embody the qualities notable in her father, her mother, herself, and the man 
she chose to marry. To please his mother fully Jonathan would have to be a 
man of unusual force and intellect. Values so thoroughly inbred and virtually 
unchallenged through at least two generations could exert an intense pres¬ 
sure, all the greater because Jonathan was the only son among eleven chil¬ 
dren. The hopes which only a man child could fulfill necessarily focused on a 
boy who arrived after four daughters, and the hopes grew more intense as six 
daughters followed. 

A rivalry with the other Stoddard daughters may have heightened Esther’s 
ambition for her son. A hint of this competition infuses all the family rela¬ 
tionships. Perhaps the goal was to produce a worthy successor to Solomon; if 
so, Esther triumphed, for Jonathan was chosen to take the Northampton 
pulpit. But he paid dearly for his success. His cousins harried him whenever 
he was in trouble. During the dismissal proceedings at Northampton, one 
cousin, Joseph Hawley, was the leading spokesman for the opposition. 
Another, Solomon Williams, wrote the refutation of Edwards’ plea for a 
church of visible saints, pointedly rebuking him for attacking his honored 
grandfather. Still another cousin, Israel Williams, a powerful figure in civil 
and commercial affairs in Northampton, had a long record of opposing Ed¬ 
wards’ ministry on various counts. As early as the college years, Elisha Mix, 
a roommate and a cousin on Esther’s side, fell out with Jonathan and wanted 
to move. Jonathan’s father complained to Elisha’s mother of his bad conduct 
and reproved her for speaking ill of Jonathan before strangers. 6 This collec¬ 
tive animus may measure the determination of the Stoddard daughters to 
have their sons achieve the stature of Solomon and the disappointment of 
Esther’s sisters at seeing one who was not their own excel. 

Timothy Edwards’s own hopes reinforced Esther’s high expectations for 
Jonathan. Timothy was the first in his family to attend college in three 
generations. His great-grandfather, Richard Edwards, was an ordained 
minister, a university graduate, and the teacher in the Cooper’s Company 
school in London. He died young, and his widow married a cooper. With 
him and William, her only son by Richard, she migrated to Connecticut. 
William would have gone to college had his own father lived, but in America 
he took up his stepfather’s trade. Whatever educational values may have been 
transmitted across the generations were twice focused on only sons, for 
William’s wife bore him a single son who was named Richard in memory of a 
father and perhaps of a way of life not wholly forgotten. Timothy remem¬ 
bered of this Richard that, beside the Bible, “Other Good books were in the 
Season thereof Much Read in his house,” providing some evidence of values 
surviving. 7 
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William could not afford college for his son, but in the cooper’s shop 
Richard prospered. He also built up a mercantile business that eventually 
outgrew one warehouse and required another. Meanwhile he rose through 
town offices into colonial politics, holding positions as selectman, as deputy 
to the General Court, and in his later years as Queen’s Attorney. When it 
came time to choose a career for his eldest son, Richard sent Timothy to 
Harvard to study for the ministry, and perhaps to recover the honor and 
refinement of the first Richard’s station. Timothy’s aspirations for Jonathan 
were at least tinged with the frustrated desires of two generations finally 
promised fulfillment in a brilliant scion. 

After settling in East Windsor, Timothy became well known for his great 
skill in preparing boys for Harvard and Yale. He simply assumed that 
Jonathan would be a scholar too and assimilate his father’s learning in Latin, 
Greek, and Hebrew. All of the Edwards children studied the classical lan¬ 
guages under Timothy, and even the girls went on for more schooling. The 
desks lining the parlor were constant reminders of family expectations. 
Jonathan quite naturally began Latin at age six when his precocity was fast 
becoming evident. In the family of Esther and Timothy, the early discovery 
of Jonathan’s great abilities only heightened the parents’ hopes and inten¬ 
sified the pressure for achievement. 

More remains than the meager information about Esther and Jonathan to 
tell us about the probable effects of Timothy’s character on his son. Timothy 
was a compulsively exact and exacting man. He schooled his students so well 
because he tolerated no errors in their recitations, just as he allowed none to 
himself. He memorized every word of his sermons and delivered them 
letter-perfect. Measuring corn for barter or in lieu of money payment on his 
salary, he “made the negro sweep it up very clean” and then measured the 
sweepings. 8 He delighted in classifying thoughts, arranging them in num¬ 
bered lists. His tribute to his father “ends with a list of seventeen mercies 
attending the manner of his death, separates his dying words into thirty-five 
items, works out six ways in which he glorified God at his death, and 
proceeds to supply numbered particulars under each.” 9 

Timothy displayed all the classic compulsive traits, order, thrift, and ob¬ 
stinacy. When inflation depreciated the value of his salary, he prepared 
lengthy comparisons of purchasing power at the time he was settled and 
afterwards to prove he was being cheated. He was never one to yield in 
disputes with his congregation, either. In the 1730’s a young man in town 
married a local girl without her parents’ permission. Timothy wished to 
censor the boy, but the congregation refused to concur. Considering the case 
a matter of conscience, Timothy denied communion to the entire town for 
over three years while the controversy dragged on. 

Jonathan’s mind, though far more sweeping, poetic, and profound than his 
father’s, bore the marks of its training under Timothy. Jonathan too refused 
to give an inch when challenged. In the dismissal controversy at North¬ 
ampton he would not compromise with his parishioners, nor would he yield a 
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point in the debate with Solomon Williams on admission to communion. In 
all intellectual disputes Edwards stubbornly beat down his opponents, de¬ 
molishing even the slightest contradictions. He had to prove himself right in 
every detail. Even in non-combative writings, his arguments were exhaus¬ 
tive. What often appears as repetition was part of a massive effort to block 
every conceivable loophole. The careful definitions, the close reasoning, the 
piling up of proofs and illustrations were the natural ways of his thorough 
and fastidious mind. The truth had to be expressed immaculately and in 
perfect order, leaving no gaps for error to invade. 

His father's parsimony shaped not only Jonathan’s attitude toward 
money—he too argued with his parish over salary—but toward ideas. Ideas 
were poetry and power for Edwards; with them he negotiated his peace with 
the universe. But they were also things to be possessed. His delight in 
discovering Locke was greater “than the most greedy miser finds, when 
gathering up handsful of silver and gold, from some newly discovered trea¬ 
sure.” 10 He pinned papers to his coat while riding as reminders of his 
thoughts so that none would be lost. All of his ideas, along with many he 
read, were written down and carefully preserved in notebooks that came to 
contain many thousands of pages. The productions of mind were hoarded 
and treasured as valued possessions in a vast miser’s store of thoughts. 

Timothy’s exactions were moral as well as intellectual. He required perfect 
obedience as well as perfect accuracy. The detailed instructions contained in 
letters to his family were presumably no less thorough when he was at home. 
Jonathan’s behavior for the most part appears to have satisfied his parents. In 
one letter, when Jonathan was eight, Timothy said, “I hope thou wilt take 
Special care of Jonathan that he dont Learn to be rude and naught etc., of 
which thee and I have Lately Discoursed.” 11 But the tenor of the comment 
was that naughtiness was exceptional. Not until late adolescence did the 
strains which Timothy’s high standards imposed come out. Jonathan 
gratefully acknowledged that his parents’ “counsel and education” had been 
his “making,” but confessed that “in the time of it, it seemed to do me so little 
good.” 12 The entire diary testified of the “good” of that sort of upbringing. 
Timothy’s education implanted a conscience as meticulous and demanding as 
his standards of scholarship. The comment “it seemed to do me so little 
good” speaks of long struggles in which part of the self was hopelessly resis- 
tant to the pressures of conscience. By the time of the diary, Jonathan had 
conquered all obvious forms of sin and was struggling with the fine points, 
like wanting to stop to eat when mealtime came and an occasional listlessness 
in his studies. But his conscience kept asking for perfection, and he obe¬ 
diently renewed the daily examinations of his soul. He thought once that he 
must live as if he were to be the only true Christian on the earth in his 
generation. Timothy’s education placed that much of a burden on his boy. 
Throughout his life, Jonathan continued to abhor himself as a “miserable 
wretch,” “base and vile,” and unworthy of God. 13 
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There is some evidence that a peculiar combination of fear and love en¬ 
forced Timothy s exactions. He displayed an extraordinary anxiety for his 
children s physical safety. An excerpt from a letter to Esther illustrates the 
point. 

1 hope God will help thee to be very careful that no harm happen to the little 
Children by Scalding wort, whey, water, or by Standing too nigh to Tim when he is 
cutting wood; and prithee take what care thou canst about Mary’s neck, which was 
too much neglected when I was at home.... And Let Esther and Betty Take their 
powders as Soon as the Dog Days are Over, and if they dont help Esther, talk further 
with the Doctor about her for I wouldnt have her be neglected.... If any of the 
children should at any time Go over the River to meeting I would have them be 
exceeding carefull, how they Sit or Stand in the boat Least they should fall into the 
River. 14 

That passage may be read as the loving concern of an oversolicitous father, 
but, as Ola Winslow commented, “instead of quieting childish fears he raised 
them, as though parental guidance consisted in advance notice of potential 
disaster.” 15 If the attitude was typical, Timothy’s anxieties would have rein¬ 
forced in the Edwards children the ordinary apprehensions of violent de¬ 
struction. Perhaps on an unconscious level they sensed that under Timothy’s 
apparent strength was a lively sense of the precariousness of existence. At the 
very least they imbibed a sense of their vulnerability. Small wonder that 
thunder terrified Jonathan and raised apprehensions of divine wrath. 

Timothy s own vulnerability made resistance still more hazardous. Fears 
for his own destruction arose with anxieties about the children. The myth of 
his boyhood, based perhaps on fact, perhaps on his own febrile Imagination, 
had him narrowly escaping calamities ranging from drownings and freezings 
to swallowing peach stones. His letters home from the military expedition 
which he accompanied as chaplain admonish Esther not to be “discouraged or 
over anxious concerning me,” and follow with such quavering reassurances 
as, I have still strong hopes of seeing thee and our dear children once again.” 
His life, like the letters, was suffused with the conditional, “if I Live to come 
home.” Or again: “Tell the children, that I would have them, if they desire to 
see their father again, to pray daily for me in secret.” 16 The conventional 
sentiment may have had deeper significance in the Edwards household where 
the children were made to feel some of the responsibility for preserving his 
rather frail being, making resistance fraught with danger. 

Timothy’s fragility and perfectionism were slight defects, and the burdens 
he imposed on his children surprisingly light, considering the emotional 
hardships of his own childhood. Richard Edwards as one of the few men in 
seventeenth-century New England to seek and obtain a divorce. After three 
appeals and a special investigation, his complaints finally moved the magist- 
racy. Timothy’s mother, Elizabeth Tuttle, confessed pregnancy by another 
man three months after her marriage and was unfaithful periodically 
throughout the twenty-four years of her life with Richard. He never forgave 
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her infidelity and besides bore other perversities “too grievous to forgitt and 
too mutch here to Relate.” 17 Elizabeth’s trouble was not mere weakness but a 
violent malice, bordering on or perhaps symptomatic of insanity. Her 
brother Benjamin killed their sister with an axe. Another sister killed her own 
son. Elizabeth threatened Richard with physical violence. Timothy grew up 
in the presence of distrust and hatred, dependent almost wholly on his father 
for steady affection and exposed to visible and explosive hostility in his 
mother. The insistence on rigid control and the precautions Timothy urged 
on the patient Esther out of fear for his own and his children’s safety were 
modest demands from such a man. 

The fear of destruction was always wrapped and muffled in love. Timothy 
Edwards was indeed an oversolicitous parent, moved by genuine affection 
and concern. Another letter asks Esther to “remember my love to each of the 
children, to Esther, Elizabeth, Anne, Mary, Jonathan, Eunice and Abigail,” 
in his usual thorough way naming each individually in order of birth, and 
then adding, “the Lord have mercy on and eternally save them all, with our 
dear little Jerusha,” the most recent. The next sentence tells much about the 
warmth of his household: “The Lord bind up their souls with thine and mine 
in the bundle of life.” 18 

Any contemplated disobedience faced this love as well as the implicit 
danger of destruction. Overt rebellion struck at the loving and loved parent. 
Jonathan’s doctrine that sin was all the more heinous for offending a God 
who loved the sinner with infinite compassion expressed the anguish felt by 
rebels in the Edwards household. Unjustifiable resistance wholly deserved its 
punishment, even if it were complete destruction. All of the Edwards chil¬ 
dren remained loyal to their parents and their parents’ values. The resent¬ 
ments arising from discipline were necessarily turned inward or diverted to 
other objects. 

A chance event in the family history may have accentuated the apprehen¬ 
sions which Timothy aroused. When Jonathan was seven he passed through 
a rare naughty spell, resisting for a moment his father’s strict control. Im¬ 
mediately afterwards Timothy left with the military expedition for Canada 
and soon wrote home his quavering hopes for a safe return and the admoni¬ 
tions to pray for his safety. Jonathan’s wish to overthrow his father’s govern¬ 
ment seemed to enjoy remarkable success. Suddenly his father was gone and 
Jonathan was the only male in the house, a situation perfectly designed to 
revive the furtive romance with the mother characteristic of boyhood a few 
years earlier. With his conscious mind, Jonathan knew well enough where his 
father was and that he intended to return, but the direct fulfillment of secret 
wishes heightened fantasies with immense appeal to the unconscious. When 
\yord came back that Timothy had fallen ill and nearly died, the rational 
faculty would have to struggle desperately to convince itself that those deep 
wishes had not come precariously close to fulfillment. The brief release of 
passionate hopes compelled the internal restraining forces to grow all the 
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stronger. All this was stored away in the expanding armory of Jonathan’s 
exceedingly aggressive conscience. 

Recreating what we can, then, from the meager facts of Jonathan’s child¬ 
hood, a few themes begin to emerge: 

1) Both father and mother had unusually high hopes for Jonathan’s in¬ 
tellectual prowess and for the possibility of his becoming eminent. 

2) Timothy exacted extraordinarily precise moral and intellectual behavior 
from his son. 

3) Timothy’s feelings for his children were an ambivalent mixture of high 
demands, intense love, and fear of destruction, both theirs and his own. 


II 

Three essays written by Jonathan, probably between his eleventh and 
thirteenth years, open a window on his character as it took shape amid the^ 
high expectations of the Edwards household. One was an unfinished set of 
observations on the rainbow, foreshadowing the later notes on natural sci- 
ence. The second was the famous essay on spiders, and the third a facetious 
rebuttal to the notion of a material soul. The hand of Timothy encouraging 
and guiding Jonathan’s development is seen behind the spider essay, “Of 
Insects.” Like many other New England ministers, Timothy cultivated En¬ 
glish correspondents, offering them, in return for their interest, notes on 
natural phenomena in the New World. More ambitious for his son than 
himself, Timothy urged Jonathan to write up his observations and send them 
to England where conceivably they might impress “the Learned world.” 19 

“Of Insects” demonstrates how precocious Jonathan was both in¬ 
tellectually and socially. In the letter accompanying the essay, he self¬ 
consciously presented himself in a stylized guise suitable for his tender age 
and also in accord with the conventional proprieties of authorship. 

Forgive me, sir, that I Do not Conceal my name, and Communicate this to you by a 
mediator. If you think the Observations Childish, and besides the Rules of 
Decorum,—with Greatness and Goodness overlook it in a Child and Conceal Sir, 
Although these things appear very Certain to me, yet Sir, I submit it all to your better 
Judgment and Deeper insight.. . , 20 

Particularly the sentence, “Forgive me, sir, that I Do not Conceal my name, 
and Communicate this to you by a mediator,” was an affectation entirely 
appropriate for his century, but one that had to be learned. Somehow from 
the books or the guests in the East Windsor parsonage Jonathan had picked 
up the mannerism and made it his own. 

Obviously as Jonathan wrote this essay he did not think of himself as a 
young future pastor, as might be expected from his upbringing and later life. 
He accepted that role too; a contemporaneous letter to his sister triumphantly 
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recounted the conversions during a revival time in East Windsor. 23 But in the 
essay on spiders he appeared as a natural philosopher, and the essay on the 
soul was weighted heavily with the gestures of an eighteenth-century man of 
letters. 

I am informed that you have advanced an Notion that the soul is material! and attends 
the body till the resurection as I am a profest Lover of novelty you must immagin I am 
very much entertained by this discovery (which however [old] in some parts of the 
world is new to us) but suffer my Curiosity a Littel further I would know the manner 
of the kingdom before I swear alegance. 22 

The casual, satirical tone, so redolent of fashionable prose postures, stands in 
marked contrast to the earnest, straightforward style of Edwards’ maturity 
and comes as something of a relief in an anthology of his writing. The two 
pages on “The Soul” suggest that he toyed with more sprightly life-styles and 
was for a moment light-hearted before settling down to the life and death 
issues. 

The parenthetical comment, “which however [old] in some parts of the 
world is new to us,” indicates that imitating English manners was more than 
an amusing posture. Jonathan was a provincial, painfully aware that there 
were brilliant centers of culture and learning where ideas had grown old 
before the provinces even heard them. He wanted access to those centers and 
recognition from them. The roles of man of letters or natural philosopher 
were acceptable in the capitals of the English community, and, with 
Timothy’s help, Jonathan cultivated the parts. If Timothy’s expertise was 
limited to ancient languages, he knew of larger fields for the mind and aspired 
to see his son enter them. 

Jonathan’s strategy is reminiscent of Benjamin Franklin’s, to name but one 
of Edwards’ contemporaries with a similar youthful outlook. Franklin too 
was industriously perfecting his style, using Addison and Steele as his mas¬ 
ters, with the intent of winning the attention of great ones. Success in the 
New England Courant fostered high hopes which led first to Philadelphia and 
then to London, where he introduced himself to polite society with a 
philosophical essay and a natural curiosity, a piece of asbestos. Defeated for 
the most part in this first assault, Franklin returned to Philadelphia and built 
a solid provincial base before trying again and succeeding magnificently as a 
natural philosopher. His scientific experiments won the recognition of the 
learned world and helped to establish him as the most cosmopolitan of pro¬ 
vincials. In social terms, scientific speculation and experimentation can be 
interpreted as providing entry to the intellectual life beyond the provinces. 
Far from being unique, Edwards and Franklin simply took more seriously 
activities in which many educated Americans dabbled. Science and letters 
were avenues which talented young men could follow into the great world. 

In Edwards’ case, the social opportunity must also be related to his per- 
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s °nal situation. Ascent into the great world was the fulfillment of his parents’ 
high expectations, or, more accurately, a natural sequel to the rewards his 
intelligence had won at home. As his parents’ ambitions for him became his 
own ambitions for himself, success in meeting their expectations encouraged 
him to aspire to success in broader spheres. 

The spheres he hoped to conquer grew even larger after he entered Yale at 
age thirteen and learned about the marvels of Locke and Newton. Sometime 
during his college years he began the notes on mind and on natural science 
which reveal how seriously Edwards took the work of these two intellects. 
The natural science notes show Edwards exploring every physical phenome- 
non he observed and in his usual thorough and rational way explaining the 
facts of physics, biology, and astronomy. a The Mind” contained observa¬ 
tions on psychology and metaphysics after the manner of Locke’s An Essay 
Concerning Human Understanding. In it Jonathan laid the groundwork of his 
philosophical idealism. 

Both sets of notes were meant to be more than a record of observations. 
Edwards planned two massive treatises for publication. At the head of the 
notes on “The Mind” is a formal title: “The Natural History of the Mental 
World, or of the Internal World: being a Particular Enquiry into the Nature 
of the Human Mind.” The relationship of this work to the notes on natural 
science was to be explained in the introduction: “Concerning the two 
worlds—the External and the Internal: the External, the subject of Natural 
Philosophy; the Internal, our own Minds.” 23 With his two volumes Edwards 
planned to encompass the whole of existence, the internal and external 
worlds. He aimed to enlarge upon and perhaps advance beyond Locke and 
Newton, grounding all in theological metaphysics. Edwards was well aware 
that his undertaking was presumptuous and cautioned himself “not to insert 
any disputable thing, or that will be likely to be disputed by learned men; for 
I may depend upon it, they will receive nothing, but what is undeniable, 
from me.” 24 And yet confidence in his own powers and mastery of every 
intellectual task Connecticut had presented encouraged him to go ahead with 
his Summa. This young provincial aimed high. 

The picture of Edwards thus far is relatively conflict-free. Past perfor- 
mance promised future fulfillment of his parents’ hopes. His natural gifts and 
temperament suited perfectly the life they foresaw for him. Even the legacy 
of compulsive thoroughness and logic were put to the service of his identity 
as scholar and philosopher. In the family, at Yale, and hopefully in the 
greater English community, society confirmed his belief that the works of his 
mind were worthy and important and would assure him a place of high 
respect. 

But the promise was not fulfilled exactly as forecast. The two treatises 
were never published. Although Edwards steadily added to his scientific and 
philosophical notes, they remained notes. He never publicly assumed the 
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role of natural philosopher, and he dropped the fashionable style of a man of 
letters in favor of a more somber voice as preacher. His career as pastor and 
divine absorbed his entire life. The early work was put aside except when it 
served religion. 

The main turning came during the conversion years, but the earliest writ¬ 
ings reflect the tensions conversion had to resolve. More was at stake, of 
course, than boyish dreams of fame. The essay on spiders particularly points 
to the pitfalls which the high-strung Edwards conscience created even for a 
boy as obedient as Jonathan and which compelled him to change his life. “Of 
Insects” is most useful to a biographer if it is read as an unconscious allegory 
of human existence. Such an interpretation is not far-fetched considering that 
later Edwards consciously made a spider the emblem of man’s plight. Aside 
from purely scientific curiosity, something held Edwards’ attention on spi¬ 
ders hour after hour. During his observations he continually drew parallels 
with people, and at the end he discussed the ways of God with small crea¬ 
tures in the universal moral order. 

The quality which first intrigued him was the “truly very Pretty and 
Pleasing” ability of spiders to swim through the air from tree to tree and float 
high in the sky toward the sun. By careful experimentation, he discovered 
that spiders emitted a fine web which the air bore upwards and which, when 
it grew long enough, carried away the spider. He hypothesized that it spun 
the web from “a certain liquor with which that Great bottle tail of theirs is 
filled,” and which dried and rarefied when exposed. He saw the spiders on 
these webs “mount away into the air” and thought it afforded them “a Great 
Deal of their sort of Pleasure.” Their delight disclosed “the exuberant Good¬ 
ness of the Creator” who provided for the necessities and also “the Pleasure 
and Recreation of all sorts of Creatures .” 25 

The pleasures of ascent, however, were short-lived, for as the spiders 
mounted toward the sun in the fair summer weather, they were caught in the 
prevailing westerly winds and carried to the sea with a great stream of other 
insects to be “buried in the Ocean, and Leave Nothing behind them but their 
Eggs.” “The End of Nature in Giving Spiders this way Of flying Which 
though we have found in the Corollary to be their Pleasure and Recreation, 
yet we think a Greater end is at last their Destruction .” 26 The “Greater end” 
of the pleasing rise was eventual destruction. 

The spider’s nature made him worthy of this fate. At first appearance “no 
one is more wonderful than the Spider especially with Respect to their 
sagacity and admirable way of working.” Its maneuvers were “truly very 
Pretty.” But the inner nature of the spider warranted a violent burial at sea, 
for in essence it was “the Corrupting Nauseousness of our Air.” Were spiders 
in any number to die inland in winter, the spring sun would revive “those 
nauseous vapours of which they are made up .” 27 To prevent them from 
smelling up the country they were taught to rise and then destroyed. 
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Edwards here dwelt somewhat pathetically on two themes which sound 
again more stridently through the “Diary”: a pleasurable ascent ends in 
destruction, and nauseousness lies beneath the pretty appearances. In the 

Diary” Jonathan firmly renounced the pleasures of rising as he saw that 
pride led to destruction. His schemes to achieve eminence in the world had to 
be abandoned in favor of a life devoted wholly to religion. A loathing of his 
own vileness also came to obsess him. Later he spoke of sensuality as pollu¬ 
tion. “How sensual you have been!” he told one audience. “Are there not 
some here that have debased themselves below the dignity of human nature 
by wallowing in sensual filthiness, as swine in the mire, or as filthy vermin 
feeding with delight on rotten carrion ?” 28 “Of Insects” suggests that 
Jonathan’s conscience was already disturbing his complacency in prideful 
achievement and that the underside of the compulsive perfectionism 
Timothy implanted was a fear of concealed filth. 

Another portentous theme appeared in the early writings. Comparing 
spiders to humans, Edwards said, “the soul in the brain immediately Per- 
cieves when any of those little nervous strings that Proceed from it are in the 
Least Jarrd by External things.” In the essay on the material soul, he asked 
facetiously if the soul is “a number of Long fine strings reaching from the 
head to the foot. The image of strings suggests how delicately responsive 
was his nervous system and how easily jarred. When the spiders were jarred 
in the course of the experiments, they spun a web and drifted off. The 
material soul was less mobile, and the main point of the essay concerned the 
discomforts it suffered “when the Coffin Gives way” and “the earth will fall 
in and Crush it.” Or more excruciating, when other souls were buried in the 
same grave, they “Quarril for the highest place.” “I would know whether I 
must Quit my dear head if a Superior Soul Comes in the way.” When twenty 
or thirty souls occupied the spot, “the undergoing so much hard Ship and 
being deprived of the body at Last will make them ill temper’d .” 29 

The satirical portrayal of a discontented, nervous soul, growing ill- 
tempered as it struggled for a place in the narrow confines of the grave, 
suggests some of the contrasting pleasures of Edwards’ famous booth in the 
woods. The large family of girls, the guests, the students, and the watchful, 
demanding eyes of Timothy left little room in the house for peaceful wor¬ 
ship. With his boyhood friends, Jonathan built a “booth in a swamp, in a 
very retired spot, for a place of prayer. And besides, I had particular secret 
places of my own in the woods, where I used to retire myself .” 30 Personal 
relations all too easily jarred “the little nervous strings” proceeding from his 
brain, and Edwards struggled hard for mastery of his responses. His diary 
discloses that he suffered particularly from a “disposition to chide and fret.” 
His own overweening conscience inclined him to snap at others’ weaknesses 
and to manifest my own dislike and scorn .” 31 He eventually decided he 
could permit himself no evil speaking, not even that which he once thought to 
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be righteous reproof. The dangers of slander or undue vehemence were all 
too apparent. Even public worship tried him, until by concerted effort he 
learned to overcome his impatience. 32 Throughout his life he often walked in 
the fields or rode in the woods, where alone under the sky he more easily 
composed his soul and made peace with God. 

In sum, these early writings confirm to some extent and elaborate the 
previous speculations on the emotional import of Edwards’ early life: 

1) For a time anyway, Jonathan aspired to fulfill family expectations 
through his philosophic writings. 

2) The pleasure and excitement of rising was counter-balanced by a fear of 
destruction because of unworthiness or inward filthiness. 

3) The tendency to chide and fret made close personal relations uncomfort¬ 
able. 


Ill 

Edwards’ conversion, which drew on all of these themes, occurred over a 
period of years in his early manhood. Near the end of his college days, a case of 
pleurisy brought him “nigh to the grave” and shook him “over the pit of hell.” 
After that he grew steadily more uneasy about religion, going through “great 
and violent inward struggles” until he finally broke off “all ways of known 
outward sin.” The “inward struggles and conflicts, and selfreflections” con¬ 
tinued, and he made “seeking my salvation the main business of my life” but 
still did not consider himself converted. 33 Meanwhile he was studying theol¬ 
ogy in New Haven and preparing to take a temporary pulpit in New York 
City. 

Sometime in his eighteenth or nineteenth year began a series of experiences 
which he later believed to be gracious. Two slightly differing accounts sur¬ 
vive. Edwards wrote the Personal Narrative nearly twenty years later, after 
the first revivals in Northampton. What remains of the “Diary” begins in 
December of 1722 when he was in New York City and when he had reason to 
believe grace had already touched him. It records his struggles with sin and 
his further experiences with grace. 

In the “Diary” Edwards charted his cycles of spiritual decay and recovery, 
the movement from spiritual dullness to the exhilarating moments of rededi- 
cation. On Saturday, January 12, 1723, in the morning, he enjoyed one of 
the seasons of grace, and the comment he wrote directly afterwards indicates 
the nature of the experience. The paramount issue was renunciation of self 
and complete surrender to God. 

I have this day, solemnly renewed by baptismal covenant and self-dedication, which I 
renewed, when I was taken into the communion of the church. I have been before 
God, and have given myself, all that I am, and have, to God; so that I am not, in any 
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respect, my own. I can challenge no right in this understanding, this will, these 
affections, which are in me. Neither have I any right to this body, or any of its 
members no right to this tongue, these hands, these feet; no right to these senses, 
these eyes, these ears, this smell, or this taste. I have given myself clear away, and 
have not retained any thing, as my own. I gave them to God, in my baptism, and I 
have been this morning to him, and told him, that I gave myself wholly to him. I have 
given every power to him; so that for the future, I’ll challenge no right in myself, in no 
respect whatever . 34 

Edwards felt compelled to offer more than perfect obedience to God. He 
searched his soul to be sure nothing was left for himself; everything was given 
to God, his body and all its senses, all his powers, all enjoyments, the credit 
for all his efforts, the right to complain or rest, the right to seek anything for 
himself. He could not permit himself to be “in any way proud.” At issue in 
conversion was the willingness to obliterate selfishness and give up all to 
God. During the controversy over admission to communion in North- 
ampton, he summarized in a public profession what was expected of saints 
and put this surrender and the accompanying obedience at the heart. The 
profession read in the whole: 

I hope, I truly find in my heart a willingness to comply with all the commandments of 
God, which require me to give up myself wholly to Him, and to serve Him with my 
body and my spirit; and do accordingly now promise to walk in a way of obedience to 
all the commandments of God, as long as I live . 35 

The Personal Narrative shifted the stress somewhat to emphasize Edwards’ 
reconciliation with the doctrine of “God’s sovereignty, in choosing whom he 
would to eternal life, and rejecting whom he pleased, leaving them eternally 
to perish, and be everlasting tormented in Hell.” Edwards did not con¬ 
sciously experience the intense fear of divine wrath which usually preceded 
conversion. He thought his “great and violent inward struggles” were not 
properly called terror, but as these comments reveal, the fear of punishment 
was there, probably buried too deep to be felt. The doctrine of election “used 
to appear like a horrible doctrine,” and filled his mind with objections from 
his childhood up. 36 

For no discernible reason, Edwards suddenly became convinced of God’s 
justice in election. Objections ceased and he rested easy in assurance of divine 
justice. In connection with this alteration, he tells of his first experience with 
“that sort of inward, sweet delight in God and divine things” that he later 
called grace. It came as he read the passage in Scripture saying, “Now unto 
the King eternal, immortal, and invisible, the only wise God, be honor and 
glory for ever and ever, Amen.” As he read these words, there diffused 
through his soul “a sense of the glory of the Divine Being; a new sense quite 
different from any thing I ever experienced before.” 37 As far as Edwards 
could tell that was the moment of his conversion, and reconciliation with 
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divine power was the critical issue. After that, the thunder that had once 
terrified aroused sweet contemplations of God’s glory. 

The two accounts of the experience with grace are easily reconciled, for 
they have in common a submission to God. The “Diary” stresses the surren¬ 
der of self and renunciation of pride. The Personal Narrative emphasizes the 
discovery of beauty in God’s sovereign right to punish. Both forms of sub¬ 
mission can be seen as aspects of a single experience, especially if one re¬ 
members how some common vicissitudes of childhood could prepare the way 
for this very combination. While engaged in passionate rivalry with his father 
for the love of his mother, a boy imagines himself rising in pride and power to 
displace his father, thereby evoking paternal wrath. Peace negotiations re¬ 
quire both the renunciation of pride and acceptance of the father’s superior 
power, a double surrender morally symmetrical with the two issues in Ed¬ 
wards’ conversion. 38 

Edwards’ pride could easily have awakened these old memories and their 
attached apprehensions because his ambition was tied so closely to in¬ 
tellectual achievement, which was also his father’s source of pride and a form 
of accomplishment his mother prized. In seeking to excel as a scholar he 
inevitably outdid his father and won the favor of his mother. The audacity of 
the act, though wholly symbolic and unconscious, released the fears which 
Timothy’s compulsive demands and the implicit threats of destruction had 
formed in Jonathan’s conscience. The “torments of hell” included the terror 
the Edwards children felt toward the imminent possibility of hurting and 
being hurt by their loving, profoundly fragile, and threatening father. In 
yielding all to God, Jonathan disclaimed the old rivalry, again symbolically 
and unconsciously, and placated his archaic fears. The danger of rising to 
destruction was averted. 

Edwards wanted God to sanctify every level of his being, down to the 
deepest, and the glory of conversion was the comprehensive transformation it 
wrought. Its power lay in the affinity between theological notions and inti¬ 
mate personal tensions. In conversion Jonathan reconciled himself to God 
and universal being but the religious symbols also formed bonds with long 
forgotten memories and with buried conflicts too explosive for consciousness 
to touch. Conversion resolved tensions along the full range of experience. 
Until that moment God was the sovereign who judged and punished, shaking 
men over the pit until they obeyed. The relationship was one of king to 
subject. As the new “sense of the glory of the Divine Being” came over 
Edwards upon reading the first epistle to Timothy, he felt a happy yearning 
to enjoy God, to “be rapt up to him in heaven” and to be “swallowed up in 
him forever.” He prayed “In a manner quite different” from before and “with 
a new sort of affection.” The beauty and loveliness of Christ instead of the 
fierce power of God impressed his mind. All of Canticles occupied him and 
especially the verse, “I am the Rose of Sharon, and the Lily of the valleys.” 
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These symbols and the whole perception of the divine was softer, warmer, 
more sensuous. 39 The new relationship was one of lovers. At times the tone 
was frankly sexual. Some passages in the Personal Narrative overflow with a 
lover’s passion. 

The inward ardor of my soul, seemed to be hindered and pent up, and could not 
freely flame out as it would. I used often to think, how in heaven this principle should 
freely and fully vent and express itself. Heaven appeared exceedingly delightful, as a 
world of love; and that all happiness consisted in living in pure, humble, heavenly, 
divine love . 40 

Or in a different mode: “My heart panted after this, to lie low before God, as 
in the dust; that I might be nothing, and that God might be all, that 1 might 
become as a little child.” 41 One of the rewards of conversion was that feelings 
otherwise tightly suppressed flowed freely toward God. 

The venting of emotion was possible because vileness was changed to 
sweetness. The nauseousness of the spider was banished. Whereas sensuality 
had been and under that name was still described as filth and defilement, the 
new “delights” were of a “pure, soul-animating and refreshing nature.” The 
happiness of heaven where the inward ardor could “freely flame out” con¬ 
sisted “in pure, humble, heavenly, divine love.” The “ravishingly lovely” 
beauty of holiness was “far purer than any thing here upon earth”; everything 
else was “mire and defilement” in comparison. 42 In grace emotions were 
sweet and calm and flowed freely without polluting. Sensuality was purely 
joyous. 

One final issue came to resolution during conversion. Edwards overcame, 
partially at least, his uneasiness among people. His disposition to chide and 
fret had disturbed his personal relations, and he had found peace most easily 
in solitude. In conversion he still envisioned himself “alone in the mountains, 
or some solitary wilderness, far from all mankind, sweetly conversing with 
Christ, and wrapt and swallowed up in God.” But loving and even ardent 
relations with other Christians were possible. Another of his poetic visions 
pictured the soul of a true Christian as “a little white flower” standing “peace¬ 
fully and lovingly, in the midst of other flowers round about.” In New York 
he drew very close to the two saintly people with whom he lived and de¬ 
lighted in long intimate discussions about heaven and holiness. 43 

Edwards’ social discomforts did not disappear, for his “heart was knit in 
affection” only “to those, in whom were appearances of true piety.” Indeed 
he “could bear the thoughts of no other companions, but such as were holy, 
and the disciples of the blessed Jesus.” He disliked visiting among his 
parishioners where small talk of the world was a necessity. Instead he invited 
them to his study where he could keep the discussion on religion. The 
woman he married, Sarah Pierrepont, had been widely reputed for her piety, 
and even before he met her Edwards wrote a tribute to her “wonderful 
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sweetness” and “singular purity.” 44 He could enjoy the intimacies of mar¬ 
riage and friendship only with those whom grace had sanctified, but at least 
conversion afforded that measure of untroubled intercourse. 


IV 

The happy visitations of grace continued during his stay in New York and 
into the following summer spent at his father’s house. By the fall of 1723 he 
had agreed to settle in Bolton, a new town not far from East Windsor, but 
before his installation, a tutorship opened at Yale, and Edwards persuaded 
Bolton to release him. From June of 1724, after a winter of private study, 
until September of 1726, he was the senior tutor and acting Rector, with 
responsibility to discipline the students as well as to instruct them. After one 
week on the job, “despondencies, fears, perplexities, multitudes of cares, 
and distractions of mind” weighed him down and convinced him “of the 
troublesomeness and vexation of the world.” For the three years of his tutor¬ 
ship he was in a “low, sunk estate and condition, miserably senseless” about 
“spiritual things.” 45 The only respite came in the fall of 1725 when he fell ill 
at North Haven on his way home and his mother came to nurse him. 

For many reasons Edwards welcomed the offer which came in 1725 to 
assist aging Grandfather Stoddard in Northampton. The new position took 
him away from Yale, and it made him heir-apparent to Solomon Stoddard’s 
immense power. Nothing could have thrilled his mother more. The summer 
following his ordination, Edwards married Sarah Pierrepont, whose piety he 
had admired from afar and whose life in the Northampton parsonage bore 
out the promise of her early godliness and aristocratic upbringing. She was 
deeply devoted to her husband—one of her deepest sorrows was to displease 
“Mr. Edwards”—and her saintliness fully matched his own. 46 A daughter, 
the first of eleven children, was bom in 1728. 

Solomon Stoddard died in 1729 and Edwards became chief pastor. He 
seems never to have regretted the subordination of his youthful ambitions to 
be a natural philosopher. A ministerial career was perfectly suited to the 
religious identity formed in conversion. In the pulpit the lonely quest for 
salvation entered onto a broad stage. His office permitted him to talk freely of 
God’s wrath, of human defilement, and of the exquisite joys of grace. Speak¬ 
ing objectively as pastor, Edwards exposed his soul publicly as he could 
never do privately. The secret yearnings and dread so long stored in the 
recesses of his heart became the bread and wine of an open communion with 
the world. Even the disposition to chide and rebuke was dignified to a duty. 
When he admonished, he spoke for God, expressing the righteous wrath of a 
Holy Father, commanding rather than being commanded, pure instead of 
vile, terrifying rather than being terrified. And the whole was sanctified and 
purged of pride because done for God and not for self. 
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The congregation responded to his quiet, intense preaching. From time to 
time under Stoddard, revivals had brought unusually large numbers into the 
Church. Five years after Edwards became pastor, the town experienced a 
livelier concern with religion than any known before. Two sudden deaths 
contributed to “the solemnizing of the spirits” of the young, and a con¬ 
troversy over Arminianism set many to asking the true way of salvation. 
Before long “among old and young, and from highest to the Lowest; all 
seemed to be siezed with a deep concern about their Eternal salvation.” 47 The 
concern spread from town to town until churches all up and down the 
Connecticut Valley were reporting revivals. The suicide of Edwards’ Uncle 
Hawley in a fit of melancholy over his state slowed the work, but five years 
later in 1740, when Whitefield visited New England, Northampton and 
other towns were ripe. The concern spread more widely than ever, engaging 
thousands of souls this time, and Edwards was in great demand as a preacher 
and counselor. 

Edwards identified these conversions as being of the same species as his 
own. People felt the same “utter helplessness, and Insufficiency for them¬ 
selves, and their Exceeding wickedness and Guiltiness in the sight of God,” 
each one considering himself worse than all others just as he had. They were 
eventually brought to “a Lively sense of the Excellency of Jesus Christ” and 
“to have their Hearts filled with Love to God and Christ, and a disposition to 
Lie in the dust before him.” In the process of conversion people were also 
“brought off from their Inordinate Engagedness after the world,” though 
obviously in different ways from Edwards’ renunciation of achievement as a 
philosopher. The same love for others and concern for their souls, the same 
heightened sense of personal wickedness, the same variations in intensity of 
devotion all linked the common experience to Edwards’ conversion. 48 

His personal influence, of course, does not begin to explain the prevalence 
of the revivals. All over New England people underwent rebirth in the period 
of a few years. They followed Edwards, or others like him, because they 
were ready, not because he personally overpowered them. Something com¬ 
mon to all, some prevailing strain on their institutions, some pressure in the 
culture prepared people for the new life he urged upon them. They listened 
because the truth of his experience was also the truth of theirs. 

I have treated the consciousness of this period at length elsewhere, but 
even in outline the parallels with Edwards can be seen. 49 In Edwards’ psyche 
the most serious conflict leading to conversion was the tension between 
prideful ambition and the fear of suffering God’s wrath for indulging in 
pride. Conditions in New England in the early eighteenth century put large 
segments of the population in a similar predicament. The paramount fact of 
the common life after 1700 was rapid expansion—in population, in the 
number of new settlements, in commercial opportunities and involvements, 
and in the economic horizons of the ordinary man. In Connecticut, for 
example, population grew nearly five times as fast in the thirty years after 
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1700 as in the thirty years before; the number of new towns settled doubled; 
the number of debt cases per capita—a measure of increasing prosperity and 
commercial growth—increased five times. 

The most important and obvious effect on most lives was to broaden 
economic opportunities. The new towns offered a host of tantalizing pos¬ 
sibilities for incipient merchants. The growing markets outside New En¬ 
gland, in Newfoundland and Halifax, in the West Indies, and in Europe, 
along with the expanding needs of the prospering fishing fleet provided 
growing outlets for farmers, and the rapid growth of population made specu¬ 
lation in new land very enticing. These developments permitted young men 
to dream dreams utterly unfeasible earlier. New England had visited a few 
men with prosperity from the beginning, but very few ordinary men could 
hope for more than a decent living. William Edwards, for example, had 
carried on his trade without making great advances. Richard had fared better, 
building on his father’s business, but in the seventeenth century he was 
exceptionally fortunate. Not everyone could elevate himself in the eighteenth 
century either, but new opportunities increased the incidence of success. 
Examples multiplied of small storekeepers who became wealthy merchants 
and of thrifty farmers who doubled their estates through speculation. By 
later standards the stakes were small, but the prospects dazzled the first 
generation of the new century. 

Expansion stimulated the desire to rise in the world and yet implicitly 
threatened destruction, the very ambivalence prominent in Edwards’ life. 
Commercial and agricultural expansion depended heavily on risk-laden 
speculations: natural disasters, debt foreclosures, and unforeseen calamities 
of various kinds could wipe out farmers and traders. The psychic hazards 
were as great as the economic ones. Puritan preachers urged men to follow 
their callings industriously and to rise through their enterprise. But they 
condemned men for setting their hearts on wealth and making it their god. 
The increasing luxury of the eighteenth century and its “Cursed Hunger of 
Riches” evoked the most bitter indictments. A man never knew exactly 
where he stood. At one moment he rested in the assurance of his virtuous 
diligence and of the prosperity heaven had bestowed. At the next a warning 
from the pulpit started fears that the lust for gold had hopelessly corrupted 
his soul. Men found themselves in a dilemma comparable to the plight of 
Robert Keayne, a Boston merchant of the seventeenth century. Keayne 
prospered in Boston and maintained a respectable reputation until he was 
accused of unfair dealing and reprimanded in the courts. The confrontation 
with his guilt put him in fear for his salvation. In hopes of recovering his 
peace of mind, Keayne wrote an interminable testament justifying his con¬ 
duct. 50 In the seventeenth century distress like his hung over the few who 
prospered; in the eighteenth century economic expansion exposed the entire 
population to these unsettling apprehensions. 

Conflicts with authority magnified the guilt and fears of the ambitious. 
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Aspiring men fought with established authority at every level of government, 
in the town, in the church, and in the colonial government. With innumer¬ 
able variations, involving large and small enterprises, the pattern repeated 
itself: ambitious men in pursuit of wealth broke through conventional restric¬ 
tions and clashed with authorities bent on preserving order. The conflicts 
were psychically debilitating because the magistracy and ministry were 
thought to rule by virtue of divine investiture. Authority had a counterpart in 
individual consciences, and when men resisted they fought against them¬ 
selves. Opposition, however well justified, partook of sinful rebellion. 

Another theme in Edwards’ life, his prickly relations with associates, ap¬ 
pears in the social record also. New Englanders were notoriously litigous, 
quick to criticize, to sue, or to ask the church to censure. Economic expansion 
increased the occasions for misunderstandings and ill feeling. The competi¬ 
tion for land and trade and for every conceivable economic advantage made 
enemies of former friends. Every debt case, for example, represented a dis¬ 
pute. A creditor always preferred to settle privately to avoid court costs. 
Only when prolonged appeals failed did he sue. The storekeeper or wealthy 
farmer grew exasperated at the delays in payment; the debtor for his part felt 
the terms unjust, the request for payment over-hasty, or the creditor unsym¬ 
pathetic. The fivefold increase in debt cases per capita in Connecticut be¬ 
tween 1700 and 1730 represented at least as large an increase in personal 
quarrels arising for economic reasons. 

The whole society suffered from a painful confusion of identity. People 
were taught to work at their earthly callings and to seek wealth; but one’s 
business had to remain subservient to religion and to function within the 
bounds of seventeenth-century institutions. The opportunities constantly 
tempted people to overstep both boundaries, thereby evoking the wrath of 
the powerful men who ruled society. Even relations with neighbors dete¬ 
riorated as expansion multiplied the occasions for hard feelings. At some 
indeterminate point social values and institutions stopped supporting the 
man who placed his confidence in worldly success and instead obstructed and 
condemned his actions. The pleasurable rise which prosperity afforded car¬ 
ried one at last to destruction. 

A widespread uneasiness put people “upon Enquiring, with concern and 
Engagedness of mind, what was the way of salvation, and what were the 
Terms of our acceptance with God.” 51 The revival preachers confronted 
their audience with the darkest possible view of their sins and hopeless 
future. They had fought against God, were filled with pride and vileness, 
and were worthy of unending torment in the pit of hell. This frank exposure 
of their dark inward side gave people the courage to bring their sins and 
insecurity to the surface. The man in the pulpit assuring them that he under¬ 
stood their guilt and the presence of others publicly manifesting their anguish 
provided communal support for the agonizing confrontation. 

The preachers required total humiliation and submission before promising 
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peace. The only hope for reconciliation with God was to confess to utter 
helplessness and to depend wholly on his grace. For those who heard, moral 
rectitude and a measure of prosperity suddenly furnished neither peace in 
this world nor a promise of God’s favor in the world to come. Men stood 
naked under the heavens, helplessly exposed to divine wrath. Edwards 
noticed people passing from despair to passivity as they recognized the im¬ 
possibility of earning salvation and gave themselves up to be damned or saved 
at God’s pleasure. Then almost surprisingly hope revived. The good news of 
the Gospel was heard as if for the first time. The gift of grace seemed 
sufficient to redeem, and the convert rejoiced in new confidence, founded 
now on God’s loving mercy. They were brought to a “Lively sense of the 
Excellency of Jesus Christ” and “of the Truth of the Gospel.” The sense of 
sin continued and increased, but now contrition was combined with love and 
joy. 52 Men felt that they were saved. 

With a new identity founded in God’s gracious love, converted men re¬ 
nounced their former sources of confidence. The world’s wealth no longer 
appeared so enticing. Edwards noted that in Northampton “People are 
brought off from Inordinate Engagedness after the World, and have been 
Ready to Run into the other Extreme of Too much neglecting their worldly 
Business and to mind nothing but Religion.” People seemed to “dread their 
former Extravagances” and wanted to strip themselves of worldly luxury. 53 
After the frenetic itinerant James Davenport urged a New London audience 
to discard their wigs, fine clothing, and worldly books, the people piled their 
possessions in a public place and burned them. 

Conversion also relieved tensions with neighbors and with authority. The 
infusion of God’s love sweetened all personal relations. “Persons are soon 
brought to have done with their old Quarrels: Contention and Intermeddling 
with other mens matters seems to be dead amongst us,” Edwards wrote. He 
cited a number of parishes where old contentions vanished and the congrega¬ 
tion was “universally united in hearty affection to their minister.” In 1735 his 
own people “Generally seem to be united in dear Love, and affection one to 
another,” and he “never saw the Christian spirit in I^ove to Enemies so 
Exemplified, in all my life.” Indeed Northampton “never was so full of love, 
nor so full of distress as it has Lately been.” 54 He composed a covenant to 
which his congregation subscribed in 1742, pledging themselves not to “over¬ 
reach or defraud” their neighbors, or “wilfully or negligently” to default on 
their honest debts. They promised not to “feed a spirit of bitterness, ill will, 
or secret grudge,” and in the management of public affairs not to let private 
interest and worldly gain lead them into “unchristian inveighings, reproach- 
ings, bitter reflectings, judging and ridiculing,” but do everything with 
“Christian humility, gentleness, quietness and love. 55 

The results of the revival deeply gratified Edwards. A barely suppressed 
elation runs throughout A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of God, the 
essay in which he described the love of God and men which came over 
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Northampton in 1735. The Spirit of God appeared to be creating an entire 
society of saintly men, submissive to God and exquisitely sensitive to reli¬ 
gion, a society which confirmed and supported the identity Edwards had 
assumed in his own conversion. The resonance between Edwards and his 
people did not continue as perfect harmony. Eventually he demanded more 
saintliness than they could muster, and his congregation voted 200 to 23 to 
dismiss him. But for more than a decade, while his words shaped the inner¬ 
most lives of the reborn, his heart and theirs were as one. 


V 

Edwards’ influence arose from the emotional congruities of his life and his 
people’s; both felt a tension between the yearning to rise in the world and the 
fear of being destroyed for their pride. In a time of newly opened possibilities 
for success, heightened aspirations ineluctably entangled men in conflicts 
with established institutions and values. Widespread contention filled people 
with guilt, just as the stresses in Edwards’ life brought him to an obsession 
with his unworthiness. The conflict might have been resolved by rationaliz¬ 
ing self-interest or by justifying the right to resist authority, and many 
Americans followed that very course. Edwards, however, admitted his utter 
sinfulness, submitted all to God, and was rewarded with love, joy, and 
peace. The conversion of thousands during the Awakening signified the 
general applicability of Edwards’ personal solution to the common problem 
and the implicit acceptance of his leadership. 

The sources of pride and guilt doubtlessly varied. Edwards’ intellectual 
ambitions and the peculiar combination of enveloping love, moral precision, 
and fear in his father were unique. Strictly personal circumstances could 
have generated pride and guilt in other lives as well. But the susceptibility to 
revival preaching in a large proportion of the population, more than chance 
can account for, is a puzzling fact. Apart from Providence, which can never 
be ruled out, general social conditions offer the most plausible explanation. 
The widening economic opportunities of the early eighteenth century, press¬ 
ing men against rulers, against established institutions like town and church, 
and against the moral restrictions on covetousness, seem to be the most likely 
sources of the prevailing distress. Circumstances converged to generate ten¬ 
sions whose psychological structure happened to coincide with that which 
life in the Edwards’ household formed in Jonathan. 

Insofar as this analysis is convincing, it confirms Erikson’s conception of 
leadership as the application of the leader’s personal identity resolution to the 
needs of his age. Anyone approaching the problem of leadership, of course, 
must proceed with humility. Because the influence of one person on another 
works along subterranean psychological channels, the difficulties in arriving 
at uncontestable conclusions are immense. The explanation for the power of 
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Joseph McCarthy in the fifties remains conjectural, even when responses 
from actual participants are still available. But if we are not to abandon all 
efforts in despair, Erikson’s model merits attention. Without claiming scien¬ 
tific certainty for its conclusions, it provides a frame within which to draw 
together the remaining evidence and to reconstruct lives as imaginatively and 
as completely as possible. 

One virtue of Erikson’s work is the incorporation of the personal emotional 
struggles of which our lives are composed into a coherent system of historical 
analysis. Attempts to make history “human,” to “breathe life” into it, so often 
lead only to anecdotes or colorful quotations. Erikson’s vigorous and well- 
articulated treatment of human feeling in the framework of his model of 
leadership makes the moral vicissitudes of life a central component of funda¬ 
mental historical processes. He helps the historian to describe the bearing of 
emotions and will as coherently as the impact of the impersonal economic and 
social forces which once threatened to eliminate personality from historical 
writing altogether. This entrenchment in an analytical structure is the best 
assurance possible that personality will be given its due. 

It should be apparent that Erikson’s model does not apply to every kind of 
leadership. Most authorities operate within conventions which assure a mea¬ 
sure of obedience apart from any personal qualities, and for the most part 
social forms contain people’s anxieties without any extraordinary direction 
from a gifted man. But at those critical junctures where old values fail and a 
new order is coming, the way is open for a leader of greater charisma. Then 
the man of unusual courage and integrity, who successfully contends with 
the sufferings, self-doubts, and hopes of his time, may, more than we have 
imagined, exert an influence on the course of events. 
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THEAMERICAN REVOLUTION 


The Ideology and Psychology of National Liberation 


Edwin G. Burrows and Michael Wallace 


Revolution means fundamental change, and historians and political scientists alike 
find intriguing the question why people resort to such change when they do. The 
American Revolution, though carrying its measure of social upheaval, was preemi¬ 
nently a political struggle—what we in more recent times would call a war of national 
liberation. Because it was, as Edwin G. Burrows and Michael Wallace point out, we 
must see it as an ideological and psychological matter combined, “a two fold event— 
on the one hand a conscious, calculated rejection of constraining ideology in favor of 
one that permits and compels national autonomy, and on the other an inner, emo¬ 
tional revulsion against colonial subjection and inferiority.” Both these elements, they 
contend, found expression in the rhetoric of the pre-Revolutionary debate between 
British and American spokesmen and among Americans—particularly in the use of 
the “family” or the parent-child metaphor. King and Parliament according to this 
conceptual scheme were parents to the empire, the colonies submitting to that author¬ 
ity like children in the dependence they in truth exhibited for several generations. 

In the sections that set the stage for the excerpt below, Burrows and Wallace make 
clear that early modern English political theory—as evidenced in the influential writ¬ 
ings of Sir Robert Filmer—had indeed justified the fatherly role of monarchy in terms 
of the childlike capacities of subjects. In the late seventeenth century, however, this 
apology for the stem rule of the Stuarts gave way to the “contractualist” theory of 
John Locke in his Second Treatise on Government (1690): the basis for governmental 
authority was not parental prerogative but a contract with the governed. The king 
might remain a “father,” but his rule was justified only so long as he met the needs 
and fulfilled the expectations of his subjects. 

One does not draw the connection between political theory and practical affairs 
easily, but Burrows and Wallace make a highly interesting case that Locke’s contract 
theory of political rights and obligations carried appeal because of actual changes in 
child-rearing patterns. Another of Locke’s treatises, this one containing Thoughts 

Reprinted with permission from Perspectives in American History 6 (1972):266-303. This 
section of the essay originally appeared as “The Psychology of Revolution and Repression.” 


75 





76 


EDWIN G. BURROWS AND MICHAEL WALLACE 


Concerning Education (1693), had called for parenting practices that would bring young 
people to a sense of disciplined self-reliance; his ideas enjoyed wide currency in the 
1720s and 1730s, especially among Americans during a time when they—witness the 
experience of Jonathan Edwards—faced expanding opportunities and an increasingly 
diverse socioeconomic order. Sensing these changes and determined to prepare their 
children for them, American parents therefore raised children who were independent 
enough to be equal to the challenge. Supporting this view is the work of Philip 
Greven, who in Four Generations (1970) found considerable differences in feelings of 
autonomy between the Revolutionary generation and its immediate forebears. In the 
1770s, therefore, two lines crossed. Colonial Americans had developed the psycholog¬ 
ical basis for personal independence; British policies seemed the wrongful exactions of 
a political “parent.” 

Burrows and Wallace offer a skillful psychological analysis that weaves together 
political ideology, its language or symbols, and the social or everyday reasons why 
that language—in the context of constitutional crisis—could call for a new departure. 
“The assumption that children have a natural right to protest parental misconduct 
squared both with contractualist doctrine and with practical expectations,” they con¬ 
clude in a passage preceding the selection below. Or as Thomas Paine asked in his 
famous pamphlet Common Sense, “Is it in the interest of a man to be a boy all his life?” 


IN TRACING the career of the parent-child analogy from a patriarchalist to 
a contractualist device we have as yet made no mention of the obvious trans¬ 
formation that occurred along the way in its affective content. Where the 
advocates of divine right and nonresistance had woven the analogy into their 
polemics with analytical deliberation, the contractualists of the Revo¬ 
lutionary era, Englishmen and Americans alike, seemed to take it as a kind of 
dramatic script that somehow required the colonists to speak the lines of 
rebellious children while the mother country spoke the lines of an aggrieved 
parent. And where the former had spun out the analogy with academic 
detachment, the latter turned it into a vehicle for the expression of vivid 
emotion. There remained the same intense concern to achieve ideological 
justification by reference to the abstract rights and duties of parents and 
children, but now, in the decade after 1765, the old language was also being 
used to convey strong feelings and sentiments—love, hate, anxiety, fear, 
anger. When Americans decried “a parent red with the blood of her children” 
and Englishmen denounced the colonists as “parricides” they were adding an 
entirely new dimension to the analogical tradition. 1 

This dimension irresistibly invites further exploration, for it appears to 
contain important clues to the psychological as well as ideological processes 
of the Revolution. Emotion, after all, is raw material for psychological in¬ 
quiry, and if we could use the new, affective content of analogical thought for 
such an inquiry we might gain fresh insight into a wide range of problems 
that continue to vex students of the Revolution—why, for example, Ameri¬ 
cans accepted colonial dependency for so long then threw it off so suddenly, 
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what distinguished rebels from Tories, why England fought to maintain 
imperial supremacy when at least some Englishmen recognized that the eco¬ 
nomic advantages of empire could be preserved without direct political con¬ 
trol. 

At the same time, however, there are treacherous difficulties that lie in the 
path of the historian who would pursue the psychological implications of the 
parent-child analogy. Psychology, it need hardly be said, is preeminently a 
science attuned to individuals; the indiscriminate application of its concepts 
and methodologies to collectivities (groups, nations, institutions, movements) 
can lead and has led to all manner of foolishness. Psychology, too is a science 
oriented to the living; by any reasonable clinical standards we are unlikely to 
recover sufficient data for the rigorous analysis of more than a handful of 
individuals in the past, to say nothing of the complexities that arise when 
ideas about the human mind and personality derived in one socio-historical 
context are brought to bear in another. To attempt, therefore, to offer any 
useful observations on the psychology of historical collectivities seems a dif¬ 
ficult, perhaps impossible, task. 

Yet this is precisely what we shall attempt to do in the remainder of this 
essay. We have no illusions about the perils of such an undertaking, but 
neither do we doubt that without a first, tentative exploration of the subject 
many fundamental questions about the nature and causes of the American 
Revolution will remain forever beyond the reach of historical understanding. 
If nothing else, the several hypotheses we will proceed to develop here can 
serve as the points of departure for further, and long overdue, discussion and 
investigation. 

Let us begin by returning to the proposition that the analogy between 
parental and imperial authority had emotive as well as ideological significance 
in the Revolution. The first thing we are obliged to recognize is that the 
emotions it conveyed were those of collectivities rather than individuals— 
England was an injured and outraged “parent/’ the colonies were abused and 
angry “children.” But England, after all, was not a parent, nor even com¬ 
posed entirely of parents, and the colonies were not children, nor composed 
entirely of children. Merely because large numbers of Englishmen and 
Americans indulged in this anthropopathetic rhetoric—ascribing human feel¬ 
ings and sentiments to nonhuman entities—in no way entitles us to do 
likewise. It would be futile and foolhardy to contend, for example, that their 
analogical language makes the Revolution a gigantic oedipal struggle or 
perhaps a massive adolescent uprising; we want to find out what was going 
on in the minds of real people, and that is simply impossible to achieve by 
fanciful interpretations of what transpires in the fictitious “minds” of groups. 

Suppose, on the other hand, we stipulate from the outset that the terms 
“mother country” and “child colony” must be read as purely symbolic formu¬ 
lations, representing the common wisdom among a substantial body of indi- 
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viduals about the nature and character of the groups to which they belong. 
We are then in a much better position to say something of value about the 
psychologies of those individuals, for we can draw, not on metaphysical 
notions of the “collective unconscious,” but rather on the impressive work 
done in recent years on the way in which symbolic forms precede and shape 
conscious thought. Michael Walzer, for one, has observed that symbolization 
is essential to the sense of group distinctiveness because the union of men 
“has no palpable shape or substance; it must be personified before it can be 
seen, symbolized before it can be loved, imagined before it can be con¬ 
ceived.” 2 Shared symbolic images bind otherwise discrete individuals to¬ 
gether; they serve, as Kenneth Boulding puts it, as “the basic bond of any 
society, culture, subculture, or organization.” 3 They may be created by 
solitary geniuses whose wordcraft works a “set of disconnected, unrealized 
private emotions” into “a public possession, a social fact.” 4 Or symbols may 
be “a collective product, worked out by numberless men at many different 
levels of artistic and intellectual excellence over a long period of time.” 5 But 
whatever their origin they become what Clifford Geertz calls “matrices for 
the creation of a collective conscience,” and as such they provide an impor¬ 
tant insight into the way individuals think and feel about the groups of which 
they are part. 6 

Among the wide variety of symbolic devices that give coherence to a class 
or a party or a nation none is more familiar than personification, the 
metaphorical representation of the many as one. Uncle Sam, John Bull, 
Columbia, Britannia—each provides “a kind of rough summation or index of 
a vast complexity of images of roles and structures,” and the characteristics 
routinely imparted to each contain major clues to what the members of the 
group believe to be their salient common characteristics. 7 Indeed, as Leonard 
Doob writes, “It would be foolhardy to assume that the personification of the 
nation is only a figure of speech.... Personification on the national level is 
usually so complete that it probably affords as good a basis for predicting 
national policy as personality traits on the level of the specific individual.” 8 
Similarly, the way one group personifies another—as rapacious Hun, av¬ 
aricious Jew, or wild-eyed anarchist—provides an equally reliable guide to its 
behavior toward that group. And when Englishmen and Americans referred 
to England as the “parent” of colonial “children” they were cooperating in the 
preservation of a symbolic construct that can tell us much about their inner¬ 
most conceptions of themselves and their relationship to one another. 9 

We can go still further: once a symbol has come into existence it becomes a 
social datum with a life and coercive authority of its own. On one level the 
symbol dictates behavior by shaping inarticulate assumptions and expecta¬ 
tions, by enabling individuals “to grasp, formulate, and communicate social 
realities that elude the tempered language of science.” 10 If Turkey was “the 
sick man of Europe,” it did not matter that most Turks were perfectly 
healthy and “sickness” a concept that applies to organisms rather than states: 
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the metaphor stuck because it effectively encompassed and communicated a 
host of otherwise isolated and refractory impressions about the condition of a 
particular political system, and in so doing it exercised an imponderably great 
influence on the way foreign governments would deal with that system. And 
if the American colonies were England’s “children,” no matter that they 
contained a perfectly normal adult population and that “childhood” was an 
idea applicable only to humans: that symbol, too, commanded continuing 
attention because it caught the essence of a real but otherwise intangible 
relationship, and in so doing it would substantially influence the way En¬ 
glishmen and Americans alike conceived of and responded to the possibility 
of separation. 

On a deeper and more complex level, symbols govern behavior because 
they often become the objects of individual identification. The desecration of 
a flag, the assassination of a president, and even defeat in an international 
soccer match—each can provoke extraordinary exhibitions of rage, grief, and 
despair precisely because flags, presidents, and soccer teams, standing for 
things larger and more elusive than themselves, imperceptibly and uncon¬ 
sciously attract emotional attachments as much a part of the individual 
psyche as attachments to personal friends and possessions. 11 In the case of 
national symbols this process of identification can play so decisive a role in 
the formation of individual personality that Wilhelm Reich has described the 
“inclination to identify” as “the psychological basis of national narcissism, 
i.e., of the self-confidence that individual man derives from ‘the greatness of 
the nation.’ ” 12 Attack the symbol of national unity and identity and you 
attack the identity of each and every member of the nation who accepts it: 
“The question of national unity,” Erik Erikson emphasizes, “may become a 
matter of the preservation of identity, and thus a matter of (human) life and 
death, far surpassing the question of political systems.” 13 By the same token, 
when the form or chief attributes of the symbol change—when it becomes 
male rather than female, older rather than younger, stronger rather than 
weaker—then there is persuasive, albeit second-hand, evidence that the self¬ 
perception of the individuals who create and sustain it is changing too. That 
Uncle Sam replaced Columbia, or that the American colonies grew from 
helpless “infants” to “sturdy youths almost out of their time,” bespeaks a 
concomitant transformation in the personal identity of significant masses of 
people which is practically impossible to grasp from any other angle. 14 

Now the analysis of symbolic forms is not at all the equivalent of direct 
psychological investigation. Even so—and this brings us back to the almost 
overwhelming dilemmas that confront the psychohistorian—it may well be 
the only way to recapture interior attitudes, emotions, and states of mind of 
large numbers of people in the past without trafficking in the concepts of 
“group mind” and “collective unconscious.” The essential thing is to ap¬ 
preciate the intricate interrelationship of individuality and symbolic collec¬ 
tive identity, the way symbolic representations of the group arise out of and 
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express the sense of common traits and destinies, mold perceptions and 
behavior, and influence even the innermost contours of personality and self- 
awareness. We have already alluded briefly to the advantages of reading the 
Revolutionary analogy between imperial and parental authority in this light; 
let us move ahead and consider, in hypothetical form, how we might thereby 
provide psychological solutions to four crucial historical problems: w hy colo¬ 
nial Americans accepted dependency on Kngland for 150 years, how and 
why they came to reject it, why Tories balked at Independence, and why 
England considered it necessary to maintain colonial subordination. 


The Roots of Dependency 

hypothesis one: Americans accepted British control ami authority be¬ 
cause the objective disparity between British power and colonial pow er 
created in them a deep personal sense of comparative weakness and 
inferiority. 

We observed in previous chapters how the parent-child analogy provided a 
natural law justification for colonial obedience to imperial authority. } lere we 
should take note of the way the concept of colonial “childhood" not only 
legitimated British superiority, but also encapsulated a multitude of facts, 
impressions, and assumptions about the true relationship lietwecn England 
and America. It provided, in short, a symbol of American identity w ithitt the 
empire, and, from what we have suggested about the combe influence of 
such symbols, the readiness of the Americans to accept it as an accurate 
statement of the colonies’ standing vis-a-vis Kngland meant that their own 
individual attitudes toward'England would often show a childlike quality of 
powerlessness inconsequence, and dependency. This is not to contend that 
hey acted like children or were otherwise infantiiiml by colonization- 
rather, it is to argue that the childhood metaphor, summing up all the very 
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conviction of inferiority, which, quite apart from rational calculations of 
relative strength, tended to block colonial aggressiveness and to underwrite 
imperial authority. 

hypothesis two: Convinced of their comparative weakness and in¬ 
feriority within the empire, individual Americans responded with an 
intense personal affection, even reverence, for English leaders, institu¬ 
tions, and culture. The result was a widespread identification with En¬ 
gland and the English that reinforced colonial willingness to accept im¬ 
perial control. It is possible, too, that colonial Americans were also 
deeply angered by their dependent status, that the necessary repression 
of such anger accelerated the process of identification, and that the 
acceptance of imperial control was thereby rooted still more firmly in 
the colonial personality. 

Having suggested in Hypothesis One that colonial Americans felt them¬ 
selves weaker than and inferior to Englishmen, let us begin here by recalling 
that when they tried to describe the ties that bound the “infant” colonies to 
the “mother country” they returned time and again to words like “affection,” 
“reverence,” “devotion,” and “love.” The colonies accept British authority, 
James Otis declared, because they sincerely love Britain: “Their affection and 
reverence for their mother country is unquestionable. They yield the most 
cheerful and ready obedience to her laws.” 16 Or as the Georgian John Zubly 
put it, so long as England remained “an affectionate parent” her children- 
colonies would give her their “chearful obedience.” 17 Once again, the attribu¬ 
tion of such sentiments to the principal symbol of collective colonial identity 
would have both reflected and induced similar sentiments in the attitudes and 
behavior of individual colonists. 

The explanation for this curious association of affection and obedience can 
be traced, we think, from the need of colonial Americans to compensate for 
their sense of childlike helplessness and insufficiency by emulating and in¬ 
corporating, as best they could, the standards and achievements of the more 
powerful parent state. Even without reference to symbolic formulations, 
historians have long been aware of what John Clive and Bernard Bailyn call 
the pervasive “sense of inferiority” and “sense of guilt regarding local man¬ 
nerisms” in the colonies. 18 Jack P. Greene speaks of the “frank and usually 
apologetic admission of colonial cultural inferiority.” “Colonial writers and 
correspondents alike,” he notes, “repeatedly found themselves apologizing 
for the peculiarities in their speech and manners, the crudity of their institu¬ 
tions, the meanness of their architecture, the pallor of their intellectual life, 
the unimportance of their affairs.” 19 The other side of this cultural self- 
abasement was an insatiable appetite for things British and an oddly stubborn 
insistence on the wisdom and benevolence of British imperial policy. Ameri¬ 
cans tirelessly aped the latest English fashions, applauded English literary 
talent, copied English architecture, mimicked English manners, praised the 
King, and labored to reproduce English political institutions. “I am almost 
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inclined to believe,” William Eddis wrote in amazement, “that a new fashion 
is adopted earlier by the polished and affluent Americans, than by many 
opulent persons in the great metropolis.” 20 As Greene has shrewdly re¬ 
marked, the inherent insecurities of colonial life could be resolved “only 
through a constant reference back to the once certain measure of achieve¬ 
ment: the standards of the cultural center.” 21 

Yet this insight deserves to be carried further: the very intensity with 
which the colonists admired and imitated British standards bespeaks a drive 
to identify with an idealized authority figure that not only boosted colonial 
self-esteem, but also produced a strong personal affection for Britain and the 
British that militated against any disruption of the imperial relationship. 22 
Among psychoanalytic psychologists, it should be observed, such affection 
has often been described as a powerful source of political obedience. Fred 
Weinstein and Gerald Platt, for example, have recently developed at length 
the idea that a “love” for “nurturant and protective authority figures” pro¬ 
motes dependency and submission more effectively than anything else. Pro¬ 
viding only, they argue, that a leader continues to provide his subjects with 
care and protection, the burdens and inequities of obedience to his authority 
will be minimized or overlooked altogether. 23 For 150 years, of course, Great 
Britain did nothing to suggest a lack of goodwill toward the colonies, and the 
colonists, out of their own need to overcome their lack of self-esteem and 
strength by becoming as British as they could, responded with an affection¬ 
ate submission to imperial authority. That finely balanced relationship, 
deeply imbedded in the colonial consciousness through symbolic repre¬ 
sentations of kind parents and loving children, gave the empire a stability and 
harmony that coercion or the threat of coercion would never have achieved. 

Affection, however, need not necessarily be the only force at work here. It 
is almost a commonplace among psychologists that individuals placed in 
precarious or insecure positions, or situations in which they are made to feel 
helpless and inferior, will mimic the traits and styles of whoever holds au¬ 
thority over them—not out of affection, but rather out of the unconscious 
transformation of inexpressible frustration and hostility. As T. W. Adorno 
and his colleagues explain it, “underlying hostile and rebellious impulses, 
held in check by fear, lead the subject to overdo in the direction of respect, 
obedience, gratitude, and the like.” Children who resent parental authority, 
for example, are frequently unable to communicate their resentment openly, 
and “as a reaction against the underlying hostility, there is often rigid glorifi¬ 
cation and idealization of the parents.” 24 Among some American slaves, to 
take another example, “dependency and feelings of inadequacy and rejection 
were accompanied by emotions of anger and rage,” but given the danger of 
expressing those emotions freely they were resolved by intense identification 
with the master and by self-contempt. 25 The practices of skin-bleaching and 
hair-straightening among Afro-Americans provide graphic evidence of the 


THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 


83 


same process at work even after the end of slavery. 26 And Albert Memmi, 
studying the sometimes profound affection which the colonized populations 
of modem Asia and Africa could maintain for their European rulers, has 
concluded that “love of the colonizer is subtended by a complex of feelings 
ranging from shame to self-hate.” 27 

Did colonial Americans, too, belittle their own accomplishments and 
mimic the English because they could not give vent to a secret indignation at 
dependency? They were not, again, children; neither were they slaves or 
“colonized” in the contemporary sense of the word. They did not have a 
pre-colonization culture of their own that had been suppressed and replaced 
by the foreign culture of a colonizing power, and the authority to which they 
were subject was certainly far less onerous, far less hostile to the open expres¬ 
sion of discontent, than anything experienced by the colonized populations of 
Africa or Asia. Beyond these obvious qualifications, moreover, there lies the 
subtler problem of evidence. Repressed anger is, by definition, not only 
unstated, but out of the range of conscious knowledge as well: any direct 
testimony to the existence of colonial resentment against British hegemony 
would mean, ipso facto, that such resentment was not repressed. 

Even so, it is still not out of the question that repressed anger, in addition 
to overt affection, promoted American identification with England. One 
must always keep in mind, after all, that no matter how benignly England 
ruled America, the colonists did not have full control over their own des¬ 
tinies. The normal development of their economies in particular was checked 
or manipulated according to imperial necessity, and it would not be in¬ 
consistent with what we know of human psychology to suppose them un¬ 
consciously resentful at such a state of affairs. Then, too, for all of their 
parroting of English culture, Americans had constantly to endure the accusa¬ 
tion that, as one Englishman put it, they “are remarkably simple, or silly, and 
blunder eternally.” 28 The bitterness this sort of arrogance must have aroused 
became clear during the Revolutionary controversy, when colonial spokes¬ 
men at last began to protest openly that the British “have derided and looked 
down upon us, with utmost scorn and contempt,” often “representing us as 
savages and barbarians.” 29 What would have earlier prohibited the recogni¬ 
tion, not to say airing, of this sense of outrage would not have been—and 
perhaps here emerges a unique feature of the American colonial 
experience—the fear of physical reprisal, but rather the fear of disrupting 
that mood of affection between America and England which enabled the 
colonists to accept the English as a model of their own identity and purpose 
in the first place. Unable to admit to their anger, then, they would have 
become even greater admirers of the English, and imperial authority would 
have become even more firmly entrenched in the colonial mind. 

hypothesis three: Over the first century or so of settlement, the struc¬ 
ture of both colonial society and the colonial family tended to produce 
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personality types inclined to be acquiescent toward authority and 
authority-figures. This too contributed to the legitimation of depen¬ 
dency. 

Since our aim here is to improve our understanding of why colonial 
Americans accepted imperial authority it would be well to make the point 
that individual responses to all kinds of authority are, or have a strong ten¬ 
dency to be, psychologically congruent. There is no special mystery in the 
phenomenon: obedience or disobedience to state, church, or party is con¬ 
ditioned and regulated by the superego, the result of which is a broad uni¬ 
formity of attitude toward them. 30 How American colonists responded to 
imperial authority cannot, therefore, be fully appreciated without reference 
to the prevailing conceptions of authority in colonial society as a whole. 

Evidence on this subject is sketchy at best, but some important recent 
work in the area suggests that colonial society—in response to the rigorous 
demands of frontier life, among other things—heavily favored hierarchical 
organizations and placed a high cultural premium on obedience to all forms of 
authority. Studying the complex relationship between social structure and 
personality in colonial Connecticut, for example, Richard L. Bushman found 
that “the total environment enjoined obedience.” The Puritan order, he re¬ 
ported, “produced personalities marked by rigorous moral standards, but 
even more by a prepossession with authority. Many prominent traits of the 
Connecticut Puritans were responses to the virtually inescapable authority 
that dominated [their lives] from childhood until death.” It seemed clear, 
moreover, that patriarchal authority was everywhere the archetype. Every 
citizen acted the stem father to his inferiors and the dutiful son to his 
superiors; “petitioners always stood in relation to the Assembly as children to 
their fathers, a relationship frequently made explicitly.” 31 

In tracing the source and transmission of cultural attitudes toward author¬ 
ity special attention must be given to the structure of authority within the 
family, for it is the child’s continuing encounter with parental demands that 
sets the pattern for the adult’s later ideas of command and obedience. 32 That 
attitudes toward political authority in particular develop out of attitudes 
toward parental authority is hardly, of course, a modem insight. Bodin, for 
example, was aware that “children who stand in little awe of their parents, 
and have even less fear of the wrath of God, readily set at defiance the 
authority of the magistrates.” 33 Only lately, however, have the precise con¬ 
nections between family, polity, and personality been laid out with any 
degree of precision. 34 Wilhelm Reich, seeking out the psychological roots of 
fascism, insisted that a close relationship existed between the authoritarian 
family and the authoritarian state: rigid, tightly organized families stifled the 
child’s individuality and disposed him to accept and support a rigid, tightly 
organized political order. Sons especially, Reich argued, displayed a strong 
identification with the domineering father which “forms the basis of the 
emotional identification with every kind of authority.” 35 Erich Fromm has 
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extended and refined the etiology of authoritarianism—most notably in his 
Escape from Freedom (1941), where he suggests that families provide the politi¬ 
cal system with the personality type it requires. 36 Adomo and his colleagues 

likewise found that authoritarian personalities most often emerge from 
households that “base interrelationships on rather clearly defined roles of 
dominance and submission in contradistinction to equalitarian policies.... 
Family relationships are characterized by fearful subservience to the de¬ 
mands of the parents and by early suppression of impulses not acceptable 
to them.” 37 And in an important investigation of family psychology in early 
modem France, David Hunt made the linkages between an authoritarian 
culture, hierarchical families, and dependent personalities still clearer. Adult 
Frenchmen, deprived of genuine self-determination in their own youth, 
could not tolerate their children’s strivings toward self-determination; the 
resulting suppression of infantile autonomy, reinforced by other cultural 
controls in later stages of growth, lead the child “to doubt his own worth and 
the possibility of future success.” An individual with a personality built on 
such “sandy foundations,” Hunt writes, was an individual who would “never 
be able to demand what is his due.” 38 

Now colonial American society cannot be equated with the relentlessly 
oppressive societies studied by modem students of the authoritarian per¬ 
sonality and its origins. Yet from the evidence assembled in our earlier note 
on the historical family it seems entirely reasonable to propose that the 
strength of patriarchal authority in the colonies during the seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries would have been likely, there as elsewhere, to 
produce individuals inclined to expect and willingly submit to strong political 
authority—including the authority of the empire to which they belonged. 39 

The Rejection of Dependency 

hypothesis four: Important changes in the objective conditions of colo¬ 
nial life transformed the collective image of the colonies from one of 
weakness and inferiority to one of strength and capability. Accordingly, 
individuals who identified with that image gained in self-respect and 
self-confidence and began to consider continued imperial control an 
intolerable constraint. 

In the previous section we advanced three distinct but interlocking and 
overlapping psychological supports for colonial dependency. Here we want 
to examine the forces that eroded those supports, and the best place to begin 
is with a consideration of the sustained and comprehensive growth of the 
colonies after the beginning of the eighteenth century. Between 1700 and 
1760 the population of America soared from a meager 223,000 whites and 
28,000 blacks to 1,268,000 whites and 326,000 blacks, or six- and twelvefold 
increases, respectively. Direct exports to England went up from an average 
£264,000 yearly (1701-1705) to £992,000 (1761-1765), while American prod- 



86 


EDWIN G. BURROWS AND MICHAEL WALLACE 


nets poured into rapidly expanding markets elsewhere, more and more often 
carried by American-owned and American-built shipping. American port 
cities grew by leaps and bounds, and their prosperity in turn stirred rapid 
improvements in transportation, communication, education, medicine, ar¬ 
chitecture, and the arts. Indeed, after the capture of Louisbourg in 1745 it 
looked as though colonial military abilities were also changing for the better, 
and after Braddock’s defeat on the Monongahela a decade later it looked as 
though they equaled, perhaps excelled, those of the British. The truth was, 
Franklin said in comparing the two events, 

That one ranging captain of a few provincials, Rogers, has harassed the enemy more 
on the frontiers of Canada, and destroyed more of their men, than the whole army of 
regulars. That it'was the regulars who surrendered themselves, with the provincials 
under their command, prisoners of war, almost as soon as they were besieged.... 
That it was the regulars who surrendered Fort William Henry, and suffered them¬ 
selves to be butchered and scalped with arms in their hands. That it was the 
regulars under Braddock, who were thrown into a panic by the “yells of three or four 
hundred Indians,” in their confusion shot one another, and, with five times the force 
of the enemy, fled before them. 40 

The cumulative impact of these manifold transformations on the colonial 
American character may be read in the parallel transformation of the symbol 
they acknowledged as a representative of their collective identity. What had 
been weak and helpless “infants” were becoming, just as British policy to¬ 
ward the colonies stiffened, vigorous and muscular “youths” with minds of 
their own. It would thus appear that increasingly large numbers of 
colonists—above all, one suspects, those coming of age in the 1750’s and 
1760’s—were thinking more highly of their personal worth and ability than 
earlier generations and had correspondingly less tolerance for an inferior and 
dependent status within the empire. 

Successful resistance to British policy in the Stamp Act crisis toughened 
this emerging self-confidence, quickened impatience at restraint, and oc¬ 
casioned, for the first time, extraordinary outbursts of anger against colonial 
dependency. Subsequent confrontations, deepening that anger, encouraged 
the Americans to find in their material achievements over the previous half- 
century a new dignity and a new sense of their possibilities. The idea began 
to circulate that England actually envied the swift growth of her “children” 
and was bent on suppressing it; indeed, it seemed more and more evident that 
England could not survive without the colonies, that, as the Pennsylvania 
pamphleteer John Dickinson put it, “THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE 
POWER AND GLORY OF GREAT BRITAIN ARE LAID IN AMER¬ 
ICA.” 41 The Association movement boldly tested the idea, unthinkable to 
an earlier generation, that by cultivating their powers of self-denial and their 
respect for their own produce and manufactures the colonists might soon be 
able to go it alone. “We may talk and boast of liberty,” exclaimed one, 
“but after all, the industrious and frugal only will be free.” 42 Declared 
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another: “if we mean still to be free, let us unanimously lay aside foreign 
superfluities, and encourage our own manufacture.” 43 Formerly tolerated 
restraints on colonial industry—the Woolens Act (1699), the Hat Act (1732), 
and the Iron Act (1750)—now appeared to be the chains of “a bondaged 
state” and symptoms of an “abject servility, which... disgraces the human 
nature.” 44 Even the original Navigation xActs themselves, John Adams as¬ 
serted, were “an humiliation, a degradation, a disgrace to my Country 
and to myself as a native of it.” 45 

The more conviction grew that dependency meant painful personal dis¬ 
grace for a people who no longer needed it, the more clear it became that 
almost every exertion of British authority over the colonies was a direct 
assault on American manhood. Thus the exclusive right to tax themselves 
emerged as a right the colonists could not surrender “without their being 
degraded, or degrading themselves below the character of men.” 46 The in¬ 
stitutions of colonial government, not long before regarded as pale and imper¬ 
fect imitations of British forms, were now prized as evidence of political 
maturity, and James Otis could write that the ministry’s plans for “abolishing 
all the colony [sic] assemblies” would be the equivalent of “circumcising all 
the male colonists.” 47 Even British cultural arrogance no longer wounded, for 
the simple manners and morals of America were being transformed from 
defects into virtues—ultimately, of course, the very virtues which would 
make republicanism the obvious and immediate choice of the colonists when 
they determined that only independence would give them the dignity they 
deserved. 48 

hypothesis five: The decline of patriarchalism in both colonial society 
and the colonial family—brought about by the same social and economic 
changes that were remaking the collective image of the colonies—tended 
to produce less authoritarian and more autonomous personality types. 
For them the arbitrary exercise of imperial authority was likely to be 
extremely objectionable. 

Although, once again, we know far less than we might about the patterns 
of authority in colonial American culture, there is persuasive evidence that 
the steady expansion of population and relentless economic growth of the 
eighteenth century sharply eroded the rigid patriarchalist authority estab¬ 
lished in the seventeenth. A strong respect for hierarchy and obedience was 
increasingly more difficult to sustain, let alone justify, as the struggle for 
sheer survival receded, and as Bushman observed in the case of Connecticut, 
“after a century of Puritan rule, law and authority were burdens too heavy to 
bear.” Everywhere in Connecticut—in the disintegration of theocratic 
power, the rise of the money economy and its competitive spirit, the greater 
self-sufficiency of small farmers, the widening phenomenon of revolt against 
town proprietors and leaders—were the symptoms of a profound and 
thoroughgoing movement away from the old ways and the old order. This 
change did not come without a price, Bushman found, and the price was a 
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pervasive feeling of guilt that did not disappear until the Great Awakening 
swept through the colony and remitted the sins of contention and acquisi¬ 
tiveness. What the Awakening left behind, in effect, was a new kind of man, 
acclimated to a freer kind of society and much less disposed to accept author¬ 
ity than his forebears had been. 49 

Once again, too, it is important to focus on the family as an institution 
which helps to shape individual personalities according to cultural demands. 
If, as we have previously suggested, the patriarchal family of the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries was likely to produce individuals with an 
inclination toward authoritarianism, then it appears equally likely that the 
breakdown of patriarchal authority in the family around the middle of the 
eighteenth century—one aspect, of course, of the ebb of traditional authority 
throughout the culture—would have produced individuals less receptive to 
authoritarian control. The same generation, in other words, that was gaining 
new self-confidence from the impressive economic growth of the colonies 
was also acquiring a larger capacity for personal autonomy and a tempera¬ 
mental dislike for unnecessary, arbitrary, and restrictive authority. This 
generation, we suggest, would find England’s claim to absolute parental 
sovereignty over her ‘‘infant” colonies not merely out of line with their own 
sense of the rightness of things, but also—because, again, of their close and 
continuing identification with that symbolic representation of the colonies to 
which they belonged—deeply, personally, humiliating. 

None of this, we should emphasize, is to imply that the Revolution was in 
any sense inevitable, that the empire was doomed to collapse, no matter what 
men said or did, simply because there was something in the American psy¬ 
chology less and less hospitable to the tradition of colonial inferiority and 
subordination. What it does mean is that a rising self-confidence and sensitiv¬ 
ity to authority among colonial Americans, each a consequence of the great 
social and economic changes taking place in colonial life, had together before 
1776 begun to eat away at the habit of obedience which had served as one, 
but only one, of the foundations of imperial stability. And what it prepares 
us to see, moreover, is that England had the extreme misfortune to embark on 
a policy of unprecedented severity toward the colonies at precisely the mo¬ 
ment when the colonists were ready—economically, politically, and above all 
emotionally—to fight back. How they came to the realization that they must 
fight back, on the other hand, is a different matter altogether. 

hypothesis six: The unexpected imposition of new imperial controls in 
the 1760’s, then punishment for colonial opposition, shattered the per¬ 
sonal trust and affection that Americans had had for the English and 
their King. A widespread feeling of betrayal aroused still more anger 
against Britain, and may also have released previously repressed resent¬ 
ments at dependency. 

In Hypothesis Two we proposed that colonial Americans were willing to 
accept dependency because they strongly identified with the English and 
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symbolically construed England and the King as nurturant and protective 
parents. But the Stamp Act and its successors, as we have seen, revealed that 
the child-colonies could no longer trust the mother country, and this discov¬ 
ery, as Dickinson put it, left the colonists “filled with grief and anxiety.” 50 
Desperate appeals for a return of “maternal affection” were heard 
everywhere. “Can a Woman forget her sucking Child, that she should not 
have Compassion on the Son of her Womb?” asked “North America” plain¬ 
tively. “O Britannia! where is your Compassion for the Sons of your Womb, 
for us Americans[?]” 51 England must not, Allen pleaded, “forget her bowels, 
as a parent; nor think to be happy in piercing the bosom, and bowels of her 
own children.” 52 British policy had plunged the colonists into an acute emo¬ 
tional crisis. “Repeated acts of unkindness on one side, may by degrees abate 
the warmth of affection on the other,” warned the Massachusetts legislature, 
“and a total alienation may succeed to that happy union, harmony and confi¬ 
dence, which has subsisted.” 53 Yet alienation was not easy to contemplate. 
“[I]f once we are separated from our mother country,” Dickinson asked, 
“what new form of government shall we adopt, or where shall we find 
another Britain, to supply our loss? Tom from the body, to which we are 
united by religion, liberty, laws, affections, relation, language and com¬ 
merce, we must bleed at every vein.” 54 

In the years after the Boston Tea Party, and especially after the skirmish at 
Lexington and Concord, pleas for parental tenderness gave way to the bitter 
conviction that the mother country had cruelly and irreparably betrayed her 
trusting offspring. Anxiety at the prospect of separation faded before a rising 
tide of outrage and hostility. England now appeared as “a parent red with the 
blood of her children.” 55 The loving mother had become a “vile imposter—an 
old abandoned prostitute—crimsoned o’er with every abominable crime, 
shocking to humanity!” 56 Troops had been sent by the English “to murder 
and butcher their own children... that have been so obedient, useful and 
affectionate.” 57 “Trust to Britain, and her flag, no more,” Philip Freneau, a 
patriot poet, cried. “These lands will redden with their children’s gore.” 58 
For a time the colonists continued to look to the King for paternal affection, 
but he, too, soon proved untrustworthy and became an object of colonial 
indignation. “King George the Third, adieu! No more shall we cry to you for 
protection,” vowed one American writer. 59 “You have totally dissolved our 
allegiance to the King of England as our King,” another writer told General 
Gage after the battle of Bunker Hill. “We swore allegiance to him as a King , 
not as a Tyrant —as a Protector, not as a Destroyer —as a Father, not as a 
Murderer. ” 60 And as Thomas Paine exclaimed, here as elsewhere capturing 
the common mood, the King was “a wretch that with the pretended title 
FATHER OF HIS PEOPLE can unfeelingly hear of their slaughter, and 
composedly sleep with their blood upon his soul.” 61 

The psychological consequences of this anger at an unnatural “parental” 
betrayal—a betrayal made intimately personal through the continuing inter- 
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play of individual psyche and the symbol of collective colonial identity— 
cannot be underestimated. It swept away once and for all that affection for 
England which had been, along with a sense of inferiority and a habitual 
deference to authority, a mainstay of imperial order, and it steeled the 
Americans to the prospect of separation. Indeed, as John Adams remem¬ 
bered many years later, the outrage with which his countrymen responded to 
England’s betrayal of their historic affections was the very essence of the 
Revolution itself: 

But what do we mean by the American Revolution? Do we mean the American 
War? The revolution was effected before the war commenced. The revolution was in 
the minds and hearts of the people.... The people of America had been educated in 
an habitual affection for England as their mother country; and while they thought her 
a kind and tender parent (erroneously enough, however, for she was never such a 
mother) no affection could be more sincere. But when they found her a cruel Beldam, 
willing like Lady Macbeth, to u dash their brains out,” it is no wonder their filial 
affections ceased and were changed into indignation and horror. 

This radical change in the principles, opinions, sentiments and affections of the people, was the 
real American Revolution . 62 

Anger at betrayal was not necessarily, however, the only kind of anger to 
make itself felt in the final years before Independence. We had the occasion 
in Hypothesis Two, it will be recalled, to speculate on the existence of 
repressed anger at dependency in the colonial American personality. Here 
we are in a position to see how this anger might have become liberated and 
thus propelled the Americans even faster toward revolution, for as Weinstein 
and Platt have argued, it is precisely when a sense of betrayal sours the 
affection given to a figure of authority that repressed anger at subordination 
to him bursts into consciousness. As soon, in other words, as “the moral code 
that legitimates and organizes the compliance is violated”—as soon as, from 
the colonial perspective, the parent-state no longer appears to cherish and 
indulge its “children”—then the habit of obedience is permanently broken 
and the old prohibitions against the recognition of latent hostility crumble. 63 
Distinguishing in the historical evidence between expressions of anger at 
betrayal and expressions of hitherto repressed anger at dependency is not, to 
be sure, a simple matter, and we can do no more at this point than to indicate 
the possibility of discovering such a distinction. But consider the spirit in 
which John Adams looked back on colonial obedience to British authority. 
“They have prevailed on us to consent to many things which were grossly 
injurious to us, and to surrender many others, with voluntary tameness, to 
which we had the clearest right,” he declared bitterly. And think, he went 
on, of how badly imperial representatives had treated the Americans: 

Have we not been treated, formerly, with abominable insolence, by officers of the 
navy?... Have not some generals from England treated us like servants, nay, more 
like slaves than like Britons? Have we not been under the most abject submission, the 
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most supercilious insults, of some custom-house officers? Have we not been trifled 
with, brow-beaten, and trampled on, by former governors, in a manner which no 
king of England since James the Second has dared to indulge toward his subjects? 

The time had come, Adams announced, for Americans to abandon the habits 
of mind which had kept them silent and docile for so long. “Believe me, the 
character of this country has suffered ... by the pusillanimity with which we 
have born many insults and indignities from the creatures of power at home 
and the creatures of those creatures here.” 64 

Now Adams, clearly enough, was angry with his countrymen and himself 
for not having become angry at England in the past. Yet in his insistence on 
recalling all the old insults and treacheries, in the very contempt he had for 
the former “pusillanimity” of the Americans, was he not also discharging 
resentments against British authority that had been accumulating, uncon¬ 
sciously and thus without his own knowledge, for years? If so—and again the 
entirely speculative nature of such an assumption must always be kept in 
mind—then the imperial betrayal of colonial affection looms all the larger in 
the psychology of the Revolution. 

The common theme linking Hypotheses Four, Five, and Six is the erup¬ 
tion of intense, personal anger—anger at the maintenance and imposition of 
restraints that violated a new American sense of strength and worth, anger at 
the perpetuation of an authority that could only humiliate men accustomed to 
greater autonomy in their own lives, and anger at the betrayal of a traditional 
affection for England. Anger was not everything: there remained always, just 
beneath the surface of hostilities, grave doubts about the colonies’ abilities to 
withstand the power of the empire. “I am often,” Adams noted in his diary in 
1774, “in Reveries and Brown Studies.—The Objects before me, are too 
grand, and multifarious for my Comprehension.—We have not Men, fit for 
the Times. We are deficient in Genius, in Education, in Travel, in 
Fortune—in every Thing. I feel unutterable Anxiety.” 65 And as Josiah 
Quincy recognized in the same year, it was “love for a parent-c ountry, love 
for a parent-king” that still “restrains the career of passion.” 66 By March 4, 
1776, however, a very different Adams had learned that anger and anger 
alone was the surest cure for self-doubt and the quickest solvent for deeply 
ingrained inhibitions: 

Resentment is a Passion, implanted by Nature for the Preservation of the Individu¬ 
al. ... A Man may have the Faculty of concealing his Resentment, or suppressing it, 
but he must and ought to feel it. It is a Duty. His Person, his Property, his Liberty, 
his Reputation are not safe without it. He ought, for his own Security and Honour, 
and for the public good to punish those who injure them. ... It is the same with 
Communities. They ought to resent and to punish . 67 

It is just the recognition of this resentment that is so often missing from our 
accounts of the Revolution, so often buried beneath the weight of competing 
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doctrine and interest that it becomes difficult to imagine the event as much 
more than a polite disagreement among gentlemen. The fact was, we suggest, 
that by 1776 most Americans were boiling mad at England for adhering to 
policies that robbed them of their personal dignity, self-respect, and 

autonomy—and that if they had not been mad there never would have been a 
Revolution. 


Why the Loyalists Did Not Revolt 

hypothesis seven: Some colonists remained loyal to England because 
they remained, despite all that had happened, psychologically depen¬ 
dent on England. The prospect of living without a system of external 
supports and restraints filled them with anxiety, and in the end they 
chose to fight or flee the rebels rather than accept the emotional burdens 
of freedom. 

Historians of the Revolution have been notoriously unsuccessful in ex¬ 
plaining what circumstance or combination of circumstances would explain 
the Loyalist phenomenon: not all those colonists who opposed Independence, 
perhaps not even a majority of them, were wealthy, socially prominent, 
well-educated, politically powerful, agents of the crown, or members of the 
Anglican Church; nor, for that matter, did all colonists who fell in those 
categories become Loyalists. 68 Inertia will not do for an explanation, either. 
By 1776 the pressures to follow the lead of the patriots in Congress and deny 
allegiance to the King were formidable indeed, and the determination to 
stand against the popular tide bespeaks a rare and difficult courage. Probably 
the only thing we do know for certain about the Loyalists is that their image 
of the imperial relationship never changed: down to the end they continued 
to think of the colonies as children, emphasizing their many weaknesses and 
deficiencies and warning always that their mother country was fully capable, 
if pushed far enough, of crushing the rebels underfoot. 

No doubt the Loyalists had a case: England was, after all, a world power, 
and no one could know for certain that the colonies were capable of winning a 
fight for their independence, much less preserving order and tranquility 
among themselves if they did win. Even so, the Loyalists’ dogged adherence 
to the traditional symbols of colonial and imperial identity strongly 
suggests—and here the sharp contrast with the increasingly self-confident 
and aggressive patriots is crucial—that they continued to believe themselves 
too weak and too inferior to Englishmen to risk opposition to imperial policy. 
“Being still but scions of the parent stock,” the Reverend Jonathan Boucher 
warned, colonial Americans “are in no condition to be torn from that prop 
and shelter which fosters them with parental tenderness, ingentique ramorum 
protegit umbra.”** What was more, England remained for the Loyalists a 
model of perfect parental benevolence. Absolutely nothing had happened, 
they insisted, to prove that she had betrayed the affections of her American 
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dependencies or in any way ceased to be “a nursing mother to these colonies”; 
surely, then, to stop “loving and reverencing the mother that bore us” out of a 
conceit that she no longer cared to “foster and fondle us” was unthinkable. 70 
All the blame for disrupting the familial harmony of the empire, rather, fell 
squarely on the colonists. As another Loyalist clergyman, Charles Inglis, put 
it, “the present Rebellion is certainly one of the most causeless, unprovoked 
and unnatural that ever disgraced any Country—a Rebellion marked with 
peculiarly aggravated Circumstances of Guilt & Ingratitude.” 71 

As Independence loomed closer and closer, the Loyalists’ insistence on 
American helplessness grew more and more strident: what had been a 
generalized conviction of collective and individual inadequacy intensified, as 
the need to sustain affection and trust between England and the colonies 
became increasingly urgent, into a consuming anxiety over the prospect of 
national and personal liberation from external imperial controls. “The Habits 
of Kindness and Affection, on one Side, and of Respect and Obedience, on 
the other,” Boucher informed the Continental Congress, “are still necessary 
to [American] Security and Happiness.” 72 Remove British protection and 
restraint, other Loyalists said over and over again, and the colonies would 
either fall prey to another great power or, likelier yet, fall upon each other in 
an orgy of unchecked passions and ambitions. “I stand aghast at [the idea of 
independence],” Inglis exclaimed. “My blood runs chill when I think of the 
calamities, the complicated evils that must ensue.” 73 At the same time, there¬ 
fore, that the majority of their compatriots were abandoning a close personal 
identification with English power and influence, the Loyalists remained be¬ 
hind, their fears of going it alone binding them ever more tightly to the 
mother country. Boucher, for one, might try to remind his fellow colonists of 
the strength and comfort they had all once derived from their identity as 
Englishmen—England, he wrote, “is ever ready, to avenge the Cause, of the 
meanest Individual among us, with a Power respected by the whole 
World”—but the old order was not to be re-created so easily. 74 By 1776, 
unable to see any cause for anger and still heavily dependent on the imperial 
connection for psychological support, the Loyalists had no choice but to fight 
the patriots as best they could and wait for England to come to their rescue 
with fire and sword. 75 

It would be enough to conclude that all of what divided Loyalists from 
patriots was the result of selective perception—that the Loyalists refused to 
relinquish their belief in the notion of colonial “childhood” because, some¬ 
where along the line, they had not got the message that conditions in the 
colonies had changed drastically since the beginning of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury. But how, then, to account for selective perception? The most obvious 
answer—although the studies have not yet been done that would confirm or 
deny it—is that there existed a distinctive Loyalist “personality,” marked by 
a high need for external authority, a fear of autonomy, and a low tolerance for 
disorder. If American culture was, as we have already speculated, becoming 
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less and less congenial to arbitrary authority and rigid social hierarchy, then 
the Loyalists might be regarded as those who clung to more traditional styles 
of interpersonal and political relations. One notes, for example, that Boucher 
expressed distress not only at unruly children and insubordinate colonies, 
but also at “the laboring classes,” who “instead of regarding the rich as their 
guardians, patrons, and benefactors, now look on them as so many over¬ 
grown colossuses, whom it is no demerit in them to wrong.” 76 Such a 
personality—the product, perhaps, of a vestigial patriarchal ism in significant 
numbers of late eighteenth-century families—would be as little inclined to 
see the economic development of the colonies as evidence of their movement 
out of “childhood” as it would be to see any advantages of colonial indepen¬ 
dence. 


Why the British Needed to Suppress Rebellion 

hypothesis eight: Individual Englishmen internalized the image of 
their country as the imperial parent, and the preservation of parental 
authority became essential to their sense of identity and self-respect. 
Colonial revolt was the cause for profound personal anxiety and anger. 

A psychological explanation of why England went to war against America 
might appear superfluous at first glance, given the importance of colonial 
markets, produce, and trade to the English economy. One of the salient 
points in the radical critique of Whig and Tory thinking, on the other hand, 
was that the empire clearly did not need to fight for political control of 
America: economic control was the only thing that mattered, and it could be 
preserved far into the foreseeable future on the strength of England’s com¬ 
mercial hegemony alone. The real reason Englishmen wanted to fight, the 
radicals contended, had nothing at all to do with rational calculations of profit 
and loss, but rather with the fact that every one of them liked to believe he 
walked a little taller because his country ruled a vast empire. All the talk 
about the rights of parents and duties of children, the Reverend Richard 
Price said, merely betrayed an inner desire to preserve the subordination of a 
people whom “we have a right to order as we please.” Was not “the interrup¬ 
tion they now give to this pleasure,” he asked shrewdly, “the secret spring of 
our present animosity against them?” 77 

Certainly there was good reason to dispute the radical argument against the 
need for political as well as economic control of the colonies: the importance 
of colonies to the national interest was, after all, a staple of mercantilist 
thought, and the radicals were asking their countrymen to abandon a position 
they had more than once before gone to war to protect. But what we know of 
the interaction between collective symbols and individual psyches suggests 
that Price and the radicals had indeed detected an important component of 
the desire to maintain imperial hegemony. Many Englishmen, it would ap¬ 
pear, did derive deep personal satisfaction from the dependency of America, 
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and America’s apparent disregard for their “parental” sacrifices on its behalf 
caused them genuine pain and dismay. James Stewart, for one, complained 
that colonial Americans were unfeeling ingrates, “regarding all past Kind¬ 
ness, Care and Affection as nothing.” 78 “With more than a mother’s fond¬ 
ness,” wrote another, Great Britain had nourished and supported her prodi¬ 
gal children, only to be callously and cruelly betrayed. 79 “I feel myself hurt, 
as I believe every Englishman must,” declared still another, while denuncia¬ 
tions of “parricides” and those who would “raise the dagger against [Eng¬ 
land’s] breast” filled the press. 80 From a sense of personal betrayal it was a 
short step to personal anger and the warning that “the dangerous resentment 
of a great people [is] ready to burst forth.” 81 The effect of widespread, 
popular indignation at the loss of dignity and control was then a grounds well 
of opinion in favor of swift repression. “There is a spirit rising in this coun¬ 
try,” William Knox, an administration spokesman, warned the colonies, 
“which will make you know its strength and your weakness, that will con¬ 
vince you of its authority and of your dependence.” 82 

In responding to colonial rebellion as a personal affront—as a challenge to 
their own individual authority and dignity—eighteenth-century Englishmen 
were not very different from the citizens of modern imperialist nations. O. 
Mannoni has observed, for example, that colonialism in our own time prom¬ 
ises much more than economic gain: “The ‘colonial’ is not looking for profit 
only; he is also greedy for certain other—psychological—satisfactions, and 
that is much more dangerous.” 83 Indeed, the colonial often sacrifices profit 
for the sake of these satisfactions: “If he has lazy slaves instead of efficient 
workers it is because he does not particularly want the latter; he derives 
greater satisfaction from keeping his slaves. Naturally he would prefer it if 
his slaves worked like employees, but he will not sacrifice the satisfaction of 
being absolute master: he would rather forego the profit.” 84 Albert Memmi, 
writing of French imperialism in Algeria, agreed that while the profit motive 
was its basis even the poorest of the colonizers took comfort from the thought 
they could never sink to the level of the colonized masses their nation con¬ 
trolled. 85 And Frantz Fanon, another student of French colonialism in 
Algeria, found that “the white colonial... by assuming the parental 
role... both demeans the native and bolsters his own ego.” The inner satis¬ 
factions of imperialism, as well as racist assumptions of native inferiority, 
explain why “a white man addressing a Negro behaves exactly like an adult 
with a child and starts smirking, whispering, patronizing, cozening.” 86 

The sacrifices that men will make to preserve the psychic rewards of 
domination, even when it openly conflicts with their rational interests, reach 
of course beyond the colonial situation: the notoriously persistent refusal of 
poor Southern whites to strike a political alliance with poor Southern blacks, 
for instance, preserved the satisfactions of racial supremacy but only at the 
cost of continued exploitation. Surely the Englishmen of the Revolutionary 
era were neither colonizers in the contemporary sense nor advocates of racial 
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superiority over the Americans. Without recognizing, however, that those 
Englishmen, too, had more than an economic stake in colonial dependency 
and inferiority we cannot fully understand the surging indignation which 
swept them into war. 87 
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POLITICS AND PERSONALITY 

Loyalists and Revolutionaries in New York 


N.E.H. Hull, Peter C. Hoffer, and Steven L. Allen 


In their seventh hypothesis Burrows and Wallace discuss the problem of division 
among colonial Americans. Why did some people revolt and others remain persis¬ 
tently loyal to the crown? Answering the call they then make for intensive studies of 
Loyalist and Revolutionary personality profiles, the authors of the next essay set out 
to examine empirically the personal characteristics of New York leaders on both sides. 
The resulting study represents one of the first such attempts on the part of historians. 
It illustrates both the strengths and weaknesses of this approach. The effort here is to 
measure the dispositions and values of persons in the sample (scientifically representa- 
tive or not); but to do so for a group one has to hold time constant, and conceivably 
such characteristics change when we examine a single subject closely over time: 
accused of having a “closed mind,” one might retort that proof of not having one is a 
willingness to change it and go ahead to do so. In any case historians and biog¬ 
raphers usually pay attention to personality growth and attitudinal development, 
growing uneasy when the element of time is suspended. Then again there is some- 
thing a bit arbitrary and suspect about the categories that sociologists and political 
scientists and the authors of the piece below—establish and apply. What real dif¬ 
ference, for example, is there between intolerance of dissent and hatred of ambiguity, 
or between submission to authority and power orientation? Finally, a critic could 
maintain that trait studies becloud a crucial question: whether personality is cause or 
effect of these observable tendencies. 

Hull, Hoffer, and Allen have anticipated many of these questions. They rely on 
clinical findings, for example, to strengthen the position that traits change little or not 
at all m one’s adulthood. They quite correctly point out that trait psychology enables 
historians to explore the psychological makeup of adults—where the evidence is—to 
do it systematically, and to learn more about group characteristics, thus releasing 
psychohistory from its frequent preoccupation with biography. Furthermore, their 
research invites historians to consider habits of thought as well as what people thought 

Adapted from Journal of American History 65 (September 1978):344~66. Tables 1, 3-7 and 9 
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or how anxious they were. They thus encourage more attention to cognitive psychol¬ 
ogy in history, and this area of theory could lead to interesting new historical re¬ 
search. It might make clear the newness of such work to describe it not as psychohis¬ 
tory (an informed sense of the unconscious) but as historical psychology, for it 
amounts to trying to measure the capacities of men and women in the past. 


In the course of a generation of ideological, political, and military 
upheaval, almost every American colonist faced a choice between rebellion 
and obedience. While necessity and accident played their roles in these deci¬ 
sions, human choice should always be viewed in psychological terms as well. 
As Fred I. Greenstein, a political scientist, puts it, “human action is never 
directly caused by situations; it is invariably mediated by psychological var¬ 
iables.” A handful of Loyalists and Revolutionaries have left behind them 
sufficient evidence for the historian to probe the psychological dimensions of 
political affiliation in the past. 1 

This essay is a report on the application of modem psychological scaling 
techniques and quantitative methods to the study of political division be¬ 
tween the King’s friends and opponents. The colony of New York pre¬ 
sents the problem of revolutionary political choice at its most complex. 
Recent studies agree that Loyalists and Whigs there defy easy categorization. 
Aristocratic planters, merchants, yeoman farmers, and professional men can 
be found in both camps. In centers of intense political activity, such as Kings 
County, partisans regularly switched sides, and on the whole it seems nearly 
impossible to determine why some New Yorkers revolted and others remained 
loyal to the Crown. 2 The inconclusiveness of conventional explanations calls 
for a new approach. 

A few American historians have already applied psychological concepts to 
revolutionary behavior. They have confined themselves to childhood- 
centered “dynamic” or “ego” psychology to explain the thought of leading 
figures of both parties. Though these investigations reveal the potential of 
psychological inquiry, they are by their nature self-limiting. As one spokes¬ 
man in the field has written, “no childhood, no psychohistory.” 3 Dynamic 
psychology must have specific documentation on the subject’s early years to 
be effective, and material for childhood studies is not available for more than 
a very few eighteenth-century individuals. What is more, even the most able 
dynamic psychohistories vary greatly in texture and emphasis according to 
the particular authors’ intuition. Analysis of group affiliation, particularly 
complex political coalitions like the Loyalists and the Revolutionaries, re¬ 
quires a higher level of consistency and comparability than a simple collation 
of individual psychobiographies can attain. 

This essay introduces a method based upon trait psychology. 4 Our 
hypothesis is that measurable differences in adult personality distinguished 
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Loyalists from Whigs in colonial New York. Our first step was to fashion a 
scale of personality traits linking personal conviction and public conduct. 
This LR (Loyalist-Revolutionary) scale registered traits—mental and emo¬ 
tional attributes more persistent and deeply ingrained than opinions, but 
never subconscious ’ or hidden from the historian’s eye. To evaluate the 
significance of the differences in personality between Loyalists and Patriots 
which the LR scale measures, the authors also devised a PEF (political- 
economic-family ties) scale out of the elements historians usually use in ex¬ 
plaining why colonists divided as they did on the question of independence. 
From a long list of colonial New York leaders, we found sufficient biographi- 
ca! data and manuscript materials for 38 Loyalists and 42 Revolutionaries. 5 
The only criterion that we used in deciding whether to include a subject in 
the study was the availability of sufficient biographical and manuscript 
sources to complete at least one-half of the items of the LR and PEF scales for 
that individual. The size of the final population, small by comparison with 
the total number of Loyalists and Revolutionaries in the colony, does not 
handicap our ability to assess the discriminatory power of LR and PEF 
hypotheses. These 80 individuals do not make up a representative sample. 
The goal is to determine whether psychological factors differentiate Tories 
from Patriots as well as political, economic, and social forces, and not to 
discover what proportion of either group in the colony as a whole fit any 
particular socioeconomic or psychological category. 

The LR scale is a nine-item personality inventory, designed to investigate 
adult personality characteristics of public figures in the past. Academic 
psychologists and social psychologists have developed such scales to test 
adult cognitive and affective characteristics. Although sophisticated modem 
personality inventories are too specific for surviving manuscript sources, they 
have been used here to create a simplified test of traits. With the LR scale one 
may measure the personal roots of political choice. Personality is the mental 
structure that governs the individual’s response to external stimuli, including 
political crisis. We are convinced that “the political, economic, and social 
convictions of an individual often form a broad and coherent pattern, as if 
bound together by a ‘mentality’ or ‘spirit,’ and that this pattern is an expres- 
slon of deeply [felt] trends in his personality.” 6 

To isolate and evaluate major personality traits in historical figures, one 
must, as Robert Calhoon has written, find the subjects’ “statements of self- 
consciousness and self-awareness.” For many years, political scientists have 
employed individual attitude scales as indicators of aggregate political 
motivation. In this essay, the same thing is done using historical manuscripts, 
public orations, and privately recorded conversations as raw data. Although 
the authors, who served as scorers of this material, avoided including a 
person on the scale without an adequate sample of his writing covering a 
substantial portion of his career, they did accept the principle that scoring 
could be applied to any kind of surviving document. 7 
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The first item on the LR scale measures the need for order, neatness, 
control of possessions and situations, and the desire for regularity in life 
experiences. Closely allied to the need for order is a need for definition in 
expectation, deliberateness, and sobriety. Threats to personal and social sta¬ 
bility are magnified by those who have a positive need for order. Pierre Van 
Cortlandt, for example, expressed this need for order in a report he drafted to 
the state committee of safety late in 1776: “At a time when the utmost 
resources of this State were laid open to their [the soldiers’] wants,... and 
after frequent losses of provisions and barracks, to supply two numerous 
armies,... with every article which they required,... wherever our troops 
have marched or been stationed, they have done infinite damage to the 
possessions and farms, and pilfered the property of the people.” In Cadwal- 
lader Colden’s plea for “as much quietness as could be expected in the present 
situation” and his demand for suppression of “riots and tumults” during the 
Stamp Act crisis, there is the same need for order. A negative scorer, like 
Henry Wisner, required far less order. It did not seem to disturb him that 
settlers following his directions got lost or that he was not available to sign the 
Declaration of Independence which he approved the day before. 8 

The next item, intolerance of dissonance, probes the subject’s perceptual 
style. Cognitive dissonance is the product of conflicting cognitive elements 
within a person’s mind, for example, conflicting ideas about what is happen- 
ing and what ought to be happening. Dissonance is uncomfortable and every 
individual works to reduce it. For some, dissonance is more unbearable than 
for others, and this study is based on the belief that “variation in ‘toleration 
for dissonance’ would seem to be measurable.” An individual’s methods of 
reducing dissonance, such as denial of reality, shifts in group attachment, 
and selective perception, indicate that individual’s ability to handle disso- 
nance. In William Duer’s admonition to his untrustworthy apprentice, “be 
assured I will leave no stone unturned either to confirm what I have strong 
reason to suspect, or to remove those suspicions,” he tried to reduce an 
intolerable dissonance by seeking new information. Duer showed a low 
threshold for dissonance on questions that would not have disturbed others, 
and scored positively on the item. One rarely sees William Smith, Jr., so 
beset by dissonance. Instead, as he noted in his journal of June 5, 1775, “In 
times of so much heat, a wise man will set a double guard upon his steps to 
avoid precipitation. ” So, too, Beverley Robinson coolly told the state com- 
mittee for the detection of conspiracies, “Sir, I cant take the oath [of alle¬ 
giance], but should be exceedingly glad to stay in the country.... It is very 
uncertain who will rule yet for the matter is not determined.” Robinson, like 
Smith, a negative scorer, could have waited out the war, dealing with both 
sides, without being unduly disturbed by dissonance. 9 

The next four items are loosely derived from the concept of “au¬ 
thoritarianism.” Intolerance for ambiguity, item three, is the tendency to see 
events and issues in black and white terms, to make mechanical judgments, 
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and to be rigid in their application. Charles Inglis’ delight that “A perfect 
harmony has hitherto subsisted between me and my people. Many reigning 
vices are checked, some quite suppressed” shows an intolerance for am¬ 
biguity repeated much later in his castigation of Paine’s Common Sense as “one 
of the most virulent, artful, and pernicious pamphlets I have ever met with, 
and perhaps the wit of man could not devise one better calculated to do 
mischief. ’ Inglis’ fear of Paine may not have been unfounded—many revo¬ 
lutionaries feared Paine’s radicalism—but Inglis’ reaction to the pamphlet 
was quick and uncompromising: “At the risk, not only of my liberty, but of 
my live [sic], I drew up an answer, and had it printed here.” Others opposed 
Paine, but listened to both sides of the issue and considered compromise. 
Among them was Henry Van Schaack, who wrote to his brother Peter, “I 
told them [the members of the New York delegation to the Continental 
Congress] that every good man ought to do his endeavors to think of a 
reconciliation, instead of widening the breach; that perhaps when the House 
met, some conciliating plan might be suggested and approved....” It should 
be noted that items two and three are theoretically related. 10 

Item four explores submission to authority. The key concepts here are a 
need to be dominated, to have visible and rigid rules for dependency, and an 
affinity for authoritarian leadership. Father figures, a benevolent father-king, 
for example, are given greater importance by positive scorers on item four 
than by negative scorers. It is clear where Myles Cooper, president of Kings 
College, stood on the scale. Comparing rebels to schoolboys in 1775, he 
rhymed: 

So oft the giddy Eton Boys, 

Disturb, Oh, Thames, thy peaceful Joys 

Calling their Comrades, Knaves and Fools, 

Who tamely crouch, to College Rules 


But they cabal, harrangue, resolve, 

Rebel, associate, run away; 

Exult in Anarchy’s short Day. 

The gen’ral Tenor of its runs. 

That Fathers shan’t controul their Sons. 

James Beekman saw the crisis differendy: “But it is impossible that freeborn 
Englishmen, as we are,... should now submit to Parliamentary Taxations, 
without giving up our Title to Freedom, and become Vassals and Slaves.” 
Beekman’s attitude was what Else Frenkel-Brunswik has called “principled 
independence,” the opposite of authoritarian submission. 11 

Power orientation, item five, traces the subject’s emphasis upon power 
relationships in his perceptions of the outside world. Be the situation politi¬ 
cal, economic, or social, the positive scorer on item five will always be 
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skeptical of idealistic or affective relationships, and instead see interest and 
advantage as the true motives of others. Positive scorers also tend to divide 

the world into their own group, family, party, or sect—and “out groups” 
whose motives and methods are invariably suspect. Robert Livingston, Jr., 
whose father held vast family estates on the Hudson, saw interpersonal 
conflicts as power struggles for influence, land, and wealth. He warned his 
son-in-law, James Duane, against continuing to represent the rival DeLancey 
family in legal matters, for a “violent spirit still reigned in their hearts.” 
Duane was to join with “men of more sense and honor”—the Livingstons. At 
the same time, Livingston was writing to Philip Schuyler, “There is a great 
deal in good management of the votes. Our people are in high spirits, and if 
there is not fair play shown there will be bloodshed, as we have by far the 
best part of the bruisers on our side.” 12 

Item six, hierarchical thinking and authoritarian aggression, combines two 
closely related concepts—the subjects’ high esteem for those who have power 
and the subjects desire to use power themselves. For positive scorers, status 
confers worth, and they rank other persons according to their power. Positive 
scorers believe strength and decisiveness good, and weakness bad. John Pet- 
ers, a transplanted Connecticut Puritan and a Loyalist, illustrated the first of 
these attributes in his appeal to the crown for recompense: “Some persons, 
who have commissions, altho very small ones, treated me and other gentle- 
men very ill by saying that non-commissioned officers should command 
us... I am a colonel in the militia in Gloucester County, and have my commis- 
sion with me... lam also one of the judges of the court of common pleas in 
that county... I am descended from a gentleman who settled in New En¬ 
gland and not of the meanest family but one of the best.” Alexander Hamilton 
illustrated the second portion of item six: “... my Ambition is prevalent,” 
he wrote while a youth, “that I contemn [sic] the grov’ling and condi¬ 
tion of a Clerk or the like, to which my Fortune &c. condemns me and would 
willingly risk my life tho’ not my Character to exalt my Station.” Five years 
later, in 1774, he expressed the same drives by warning England that military 
action would be met by bloody, implacable, and obstinate colonial resistance. 
Where others among the patriot party recoiled from strife, Hamilton em¬ 
braced it. Samuel Provoost, the assistant rector of Trinity Church, scored 
negatively on item six, for he believed “my situation perfectly agreeable if it 
were not for the bigotry and enthusiasm that generally prevail here among 
people of all denominations.... As I found this to be the case, I made it a 
point to preach the plain doctrine of religion and morality.” Throughout the 
crisis, Provoost avoided power and shunned status, claiming instead to be 
guided by conscience. 13 

The last three items concern the social ideas, “schematizations” of values, 
held by loyalists and revolutionaries. Schematizations are cognitive 
frameworks, mental lattices of one’s values and expectations. They are par¬ 
ticularly useful tools for the historian, for they are often the substance of 
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self-descriptive and normative essays. Item seven is concerned with the sub¬ 
jects’ views of established institutions, customary ways of thought, and tra¬ 
ditions. When Justice Thomas Jones of Long Island, for example, warned the 
rebels, especially William Livingston, against “pulling down the Church and 
ruining the constitution,” he scored positively on item seven. Of all the items 
on the scale, this one comes closest to the category of ideology. Positive 
scorers are conservative and negative scorers welcome change and reform. 14 

Conformity, item eight, evaluates the subject’s desire for peer group accep¬ 
tance and social harmony. The positive scorer tries to fit his behavior and 
opinion to the current norms of the group in which he happens to belong 
and demands the same conformity from neighbors. While late eighteenth- 
century New York had its share of conformists, there were notable excep¬ 
tions. William Livingston was one. In his October 11, 1753, Independent 
Reflector , he opined “that the word Orthodoxy, is a hard equivocal priestly 
Term, that caused the Effusion of more Blood than all the Roman Emperors 
put together.” Support came from young Schuyler. “I esteem the Church 
and its liturgy,” he wrote in 1753, “but I believe [William Livingston] is right 
in opposing the ridiculous pretensions of the clergy, who would make it as 
infallible as the popish church claims to be. I wish liberty of conscience in all 
things.” 15 

The last item in the scale tests the subject’s stereotyping of people and 
events. If the subject labels rather than seeking individual differences, and 
lumps other individuals together into narrowly defined, demeaning 
categories, a positive score was assigned on item nine. Merchant Gerard 
Beekman’s descriptions of other groups—“New England men are bad pay,” 
the Irish are “scowbankers,” the French are untrustworthy, and Beekman 
himself “almost Turned Jew” in his business activities—give him a positive 
score on this item. William Smith, Jr., scored negatively, in part for his 
willingness to criticize his beloved father for using “an affecting representa¬ 
tion of the agonies of the cross” in a speech denying political rights to the 
Jews of the city of New York. William Smith, Sr.’s, “religious and political 

creed were [sic] both inflamed by the heat... of the times_Perhaps,” his 

son suggested, “he was not himself at that time.” 16 

The entire LR scale measures individual intolerance for disorder, dissent, 
independence, equality, change, and nonconformity. A positive score, +1, 
was given for a subject on an item if the subject showed a positive attitude, a 

1 if a negative attitude appeared, and no score if the evidence was missing 
or ambiguous. Although, as is evident from the examples above, not every 
Revolutionary obtained a negative score nor every Loyalist a positive score on 
each item, the two groups did tend to score differently. Our hypothesis was 
that Revolutionaries were likely to be negative scorers on every item and 
overall, and Loyalists the reverse. Because the results depended so much upon 
the scoring of the manuscript documents, every effort was made to insure 
that the scoring would be both sensitive and objective. To guarantee that no 
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systematic bias crept into the scoring, two of the authors scored “blind,” that 
is, without knowing the identity or political affiliation of the subject. Confer- 
ences were held after the scoring was completed to discuss disputed results. 
If the authors could not then agree, the item was not entered for that indi¬ 
vidual. After a practice session on a small sample of the group, the authors 
found they tended to agree on their scores. 17 

Throughout the scoring, the authors were aware of the problem of possible 
personality change after 1776. We assumed that personality differences were 
the causes of individual decision making in the crisis, yet a small portion of 
the documentary material came from the period after the Declaration of 
Independence. Were the traits measured in these cases created by events 
rather than the reverse? Two recent technical essays were reassuring on this 
matter. First, Raymond Cattell and his associates have established the fact 
that personality traits such as “radicalism” and “self-sufficiency”—closely 
related to the first, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth items—change 
very little, if at all, between sixteen and sixty. Of course, a stress situation as 
severe as the Revolutionary crisis might have affected personality—but to 
what extent? The latest cognitive dissonance experiments suggest that impor- 
tant decisions, far from changing established opinions and attitudes, tend, 
after a period of regret, to “fix” the pre-decisional state of mind. 18 

Next, a word on the PEF scale, which reflects the sex, age in 1776, 
education, place of birth, place of residence, officeholding record, religious 
affiliation, occupation, wealth, travel experience, ethnic background, and 
military experience of our sample of New Yorkers. 19 Also on this scale are 
the “F” items relating to family composition, a number of social- 
psychological hypotheses on the cause of political choice. They proceed from 
the work of historian Philip Greven and a psychologist, the late Alfred Adler. 
Greven postulated a causal relationship between the social independence of 
the fourth and fifth generation and those generations’ participation in the 
rebellion. The children of earlier generations were more dependent upon 
their parents and tended to live nearer home, marry later, and seek less 
personal autonomy than the fourth and fifth generations. The latter left the 
family sooner and were consequently more accustomed to independence. For 
these individuals, “Thomas Paine’s call for independence in 1776 from the 
mother-country and from the father-king might have been just what Paine 
claimed it to be—common sense.” Following Greven, it was hypothesized 
that if the subject were fourth generation or later, married before the father’s 
death, and did not live at his place of birth, he should have been a Revo¬ 
lutionary. 20 

1 he second group of F items expresses in historical terms a facet of Adler’s 
“individual psychology.” Adler argued that the “family constellation” had a 
major impact on the behavioral goals of its members. Older children, after 
losing the attention of parents to younger siblings, sought to regain adult 
approval. Middle children lost some but not all of the parents’ attention and 
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so wished the approval but not with the same intensity as the eldest child. 
The youngest child, spurred and tutored by older siblings, while still bathed 
in the love of parents, could feel secure enough to devote his or her attention 
to personal goals. Recent experiments show that oldest children indeed re¬ 
quire more approval from peer group and parental figures, while children 
lower in sibling order are more personalized, introspective, and independent 
in their goals. We hypothesized that older children were more likely to be 
Loyalists and younger children in the family more likely to be Revo¬ 
lutionaries. 21 While the primary aim of this essay is not to prove or disprove 
any of the PEF hypotheses so much as to compare their discriminating power 
with that of the LR scale hypotheses, the quantitative results on the PEF 
scale are interesting in their own right. In some cases they represent the first 
numerical test of these theories, and the results are highly informative. 

In our effort to assess the comparative validity of the LR and PEF scales— 
that is, how truly they reflected actual choices—we first determined the 
percentage of errors each of them made in classifying subjects as Loyalist or 
Revolutionary. If, under the hypotheses we proposed, the scale score for an 
individual labelled him as a Patriot (or a Loyalist), and he actually had joined 
the other side, he was counted as a “classification error” for that item. Every 
hypothesis was “two-sided.” We supposed, for example, that subjects who 
held executive offices at some time in their careers chose Loyalism, and found 
that 19 executive officeholders were in fact Loyalists and 12 Revolutionaries, 
leaving 12 errors or misclassifications out of 31 cases (12 wrong +19 correct). 
For the other side of the hypothesis—that non-officeholders would be 
Revolutionaries—we discovered 27 Whigs and 7 Loyalists, a total of 7 
classification errors out of 34 cases. On this item of the PEF scale, there were 
in all 19 errors for 65 cases or only 29 percent, making clear the value of the 
hypothesis. 

The various LR hypotheses, corresponding to the nine items, were all 
tested for classification errors in the same manner. The results appear in 
Table 4.1. 

Next, we sought the combination of LR hypotheses that would produce 
the strongest discrimination between Loyalists and Revolutionaries. Until 
further study of the scoring of “traditionalism,” this item was temporarily 
excluded. So uniform was the Loyalist scoring on it that we feared it reflected 
the psychological phenomenon of rationalization rather than the values being 
tested. The remaining LR hypotheses were tested and combined in the same 
method used for the PE hypotheses. A short LR scale combining all of the 
four highly discriminatory hypotheses with “order,” one of the marginally 
discriminatory hypotheses, produced the fewest equivalent classification er¬ 
rors. Table 4.2 displays the distribution of short LR scale scores. 

To find the most telling combination of variables on the LR scale, we 
scored each subject on all nine hypotheses. We assigned a positive score of 
+1 when a subject fulfilled the Loyalist condition of a hypothesis and a 
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Table 4.1 Personality Characteristics (LR) Hypotheses 


Hypotheses 

Percent error 

rb percent 

Xb percent 

Highly Discriminatory 

Tradition 

20 

39 

59 

Submission 

24 

25 

51 

Conformity 

30 

14 

38 

Power orientation 

37 

11 

16 

Hierarchical thinking/authoritarian aggression 

36 

9 

24 

Marginally Discriminatory 

Order 

43 

4 

8 

Stereotyping 

41 

3 

10 

Non-Discriminatory 

Dissonance 

46 

1 

8 

x\mbiguity 

53 

— 



Tau-b and lambda-b are statistical measures of the separating or discriminatory power of the 
items. They, and not the actual percentage of classification errors, were used to class the 
items as being highly discriminatory, marginally discriminatory, or non-discriminatory, because 
they take into account the number of the 80 subjects actually scored for each item. The more 
who were scored for the item, the more credence one can place in the classifying power of 
the hypothesis. 22 


negative score of —1 when he met the opposite, Revolutionary criterion, 
regardless of his actual political affiliation. We then used a form of discrimin¬ 
ant analysis to find the best combination of hypotheses by combining each 
subject’s scores on all the hypotheses. 23 The result was that some subjects 
had high positive scores, others low ones, and a middle group emerged with 
+ and — scores that tended to cancel out one another. An individual with a 
preponderance of 4- scores was classified as a Loyalist, and one with a pre- 


Table 4.2 Distribution of Scores on Combined Personality Characteristics 
Hypotheses (Short LR Scale) 


Score on short LR scale 

Actually loyalist 

Actually revolutionary 

“High” J 

14 

5 

1 

2 

3 

4 

4 

“Middle” \ 

1 

3 

1 

9 

9 

0 

2 

2 

-1 

2 

8 

-2 

0 

1 

“Low” — 3 

1 

10 

-4 

0 

0 

-5 

0 

2 


‘Low” 
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poriderance of — scores as a Revolutionary. In cases where the scores tended 
to balance each other, the subject was not classified. While the ideal would 
have been to classify everyone as either Tory or Whig according to the short 
LR scale, we did not wish to do so while amassing a large proportion of 
classification errors. To determine how large this middle group would be, we 
had to decide what number of classification errors could be committed before 
we simply left a group of subjects unclassified. Our decision was to define the 
middle* group as those subjects with the same score who could not be 
classified as either Loyalist or Revolutionary without exceeding 33 percent 
classification errors. The end product of our calculations appears in Table 
4.3. 

The result of this psychohistorical experiment is that, using the LR scale, 
we can classify and at least hope to explain the behavior of Loyalists and 
Revolutionaries in 1776 with only 13 percent errors in classification. The 
question is how these findings compare with the best conventional political, 
economic, and familial theories of affiliation. Table 4.4 summarizes the dis¬ 
criminating power of all the PEF items as did Table 4.1 for the LR scale: We 
next computed the combination of PE hypotheses that would most strongly 
discriminate between Loyalists and Patriots. This short PE scale is equivalent 
to the most discriminatory combination of LR hypothesis calculated in Table 
4.2. Royal officeholding and age at 1776 were excluded. The former was 
omitted because by the time of the arrival of Governor William Tryon, in 
1771, royal offices were only given to those men who had already shown 
their aversion to dissent. Age at 1776 was dismissed because young Loyalists 
did not have the same opportunity to gain political prominence or economic 
status, and so leave manuscripts behind them, as did the young Revo¬ 
lutionaries. Had the British won the war, the reverse might have been true. 

The several PE hypotheses making the fewest equivalent classification 
errors was the combination of all four remaining highly discriminatory 
hypotheses and one of the marginally discriminating hypotheses—wealth. 
Table 4.5 shows the results of the classification using this short scale. The 
combined PE hypotheses have only 13 percent errors on the subjects 


Table 4.3 Combined Personality Characteristics Hypotheses (Short LR Scale) 



Actually 

Actually 

Classifications 

loyalist 

revolutionary 

Loyalist (high combined score) 

19 

3 

Unclassified (middle combined score) 

16 

18 

Revolutionary (low combined score) 

3 

21 


Classification errors, 6; total classified, 46; classification error, 13%. 

Equivalent classification errors, 17.2; number of subjects, 80; equivalent classification error, 
22 %. 
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Table 4.4 Political and Economic (PEF) Hypotheses 


Hypotheses 

Percent error 

rb percent 

Xb percent 

Highly Discriminatory 

Royal officeholding 

25 

24 

46 

Legislative officeholding 

25 

23 

46 

Church affiliation 

29 

15 

35 

Place of birth 

33 

11 

30 

Executive officeholding 

33 

10 

27 

Marginally Discriminatory 

Age at 1776 

40 

4 

12 

Generation family in colonies 

31° 

4 

12 

Wealth 

40 

3 

17 

N on-Discriminatory 

European travel 

36 

2 

5 

Occupation 

42 

1 

6 

Residence 

46 

0 

3 

Education 

48 

0 

0 

Military service 

49 

0 

0 

Travel in American colonies 

52 

b 

b 

Officeholding 

53 

— 

— 

Ethnic derivation 

59 

— 

— 

Multiple officeholding 

60 

— 

— 


a Variance caused by difference in number of subjects classified. 
b Values ofrb and Xb not meaningful for hypotheses with greater than 50% errors. 


classified and 20 percent equivalent errors on all subjects, compared with 25 
percent errors on the best of the individual PE hypotheses. 

Table 4.3 showed the results of classification of the subjects using the short 
LR scale. Comparison with Table 4.5 reveals that the combined LR hypoth¬ 
eses yield no more error—13 percent—than the combined PE hypotheses on 
the subjects classified by each of the short scales, and the former commits 
only a slightly higher percentage of equivalent classification errors on all 
subjects than the latter—22 percent versus 20 percent. There is no real 
difference between the validity of the two scales. 24 


Table 4.5 Combined Political-Economic Hypotheses (Short PE Scale) 



Actually 

Actually 

Classifications 

loyalist 

revolutionary 

Loyalist (high combined score) 

20 

3 

Unclassified (middle combined score) 

14 

13 

Revolutionary (low combined score) 

4 

26 


Classification errors, 7; total classified, 53; classification error, 13%. 

Equivalent classification errors, 15.9; number of subjects, 80; equivalent classification error, 

20 %. 
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We performed further tests with F items to determine if there were other 
ways of explaining political affiliation in the colony. The Greven thesis was 
nondiscriminatory; of those subjects who fit the Revolutionary prescription, 
two in fact were Patriots and two were Loyalists. The reverse of the Greven 
hypothesis, describing conditions leading to Loyalism, fared better, fitting 
four Tories and one Revolutionary. Sibling order generally agreed with 
Adlerian theory, but the results were marginally discriminatory. Of eldest 
children in our sample, ten were Loyalists and seven were Revolutionaries. 
The thesis that ties to either the Livingston (Patriot) or DeLancey (Loyalist) 
family determined one’s political affiliation did hold almost perfectly for those 
men who were born or married into the two great families; their numbers 
were few, however, and when all these subjects were removed from the 
group we found similar results on the short PE and LR scales as when they 
were included. 

It is clear that the LR scale enables historians to explain with new accuracy 
past political choice among individuals and groups whose biographical in¬ 
formation is scanty or contradictory. The reason is simple: psychological 
components of political choice are not reducible to political, economic, and 
social factors. Roth scales correctly classify strict Loyalists and ardent Revo¬ 
lutionaries. All twelve subjects in the study who received high scores accord¬ 
ing to both LR and PEF scales were in fact Loyalists, and all sixteen subjects 
who received low scores on both scales turned out to be Revolutionaries. For 
the twenty-eight subjects on whom the psychological and situational factors 
agreed, no classification error was made. Nevertheless, the LR scale does not 
merely duplicate the results of analysis obtained using the PEF scale. Sub¬ 
jects with middle level scores on the LR scale were distributed evenly among 
the PEF high, middle, and low score categories. Across the entire group of 
subjects, the LR and PEF scale scores show 47 percent agreement, a strong 
but far from perfect correlation. Finally, the combination of the two scale 
scores for every subject only slightly decreases the number of equivalent 
classification errors, from 13 percent to 11 percent, as Table 4.6 shows. The 
LR scale taps a dimension of historical behavior distinct from political career, 


Table 4.6 Summed Short Political and Economic (PE) and Short Personality 
Characteristics (LR) Scales 



Actually 

Actually 

Classifications 

loyalist 

revolutionary 

Loyalist (high combined scores) 

23 

3 

Unclassified (middle combined scores) 

12 

13 

Revolutionary (low combined scores) 

3 

26 


Classification errors, 6; total classified, 55; classification error, 11%. 

Equivalent classification errors, 14.3; number of subjects, 80; equivalent classification error, 
18%. 
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economic wealth, and family connections. 25 Personality traits, it makes clear, 
are causes of historical action that historians must explore before completing 
any account of major political events. 

This study, the first of its kind, can be no more than an introduction to the 
personality scaling of historical manuscripts. Nonetheless it has proven 
promising enough that we are moving ahead to examine Loyalists and Revo¬ 
lutionaries in other colonies. Such research should lead to new perspectives 
on the larger conflict: the extent to which the two groups differ on the LR 
scale offers a clue as to their capacity to compromise differences and their 
tendency to confront one another in the public arena; comparison of the 
internal psychological nature of the two groups may help to explain why in 
the crisis of the Revolution one group was more effective than the other in 
mobilizing public opinion. In short, while the study of personality traits does 
not replace conventional methods and variables, it does provide insights that 
traditional approaches miss. Because it is difficult to assemble biographical 
data on many members of political groups, and since the written thoughts of 
adults are more accessible to the historian than childhood records, the LR 
scale provides a means of probing the character and intentions of a wide 
spectrum of political participants. Personality trait studies permit analyses of 
group behavior, a claim psychobiography cannot make. Cases of individual 
and group conduct which may seem puzzling under conventional assump¬ 
tions may become clear to the student of trait psychology. It is our hope that 
students of other periods of American political history will find the LR scale 
useful. 


NOTES 


1. Fred I. Greenstein, Personality and Politics: Problems of Evidence, Inference, and Conceptualiza¬ 
tion (New York, 1975), xviii. 

2. Jacob Judd, “Frederick Philipse III of Westchester County: A Reluctant Loyalist,” in 
Robert A. East and Jacob Judd, eds., The Loyalist Americans: A Focus on Greater New York 
(Tarrytown, N.Y., 1975), 25-28; Bernard Mason, The Road to Independence: The Revolutionary 
Movement in New York, 1773-1777 (Lexington, Ky., 1966), 64. [Editor’s note: For reasons of 
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Always reflective of their times, and in many cases participating directly in the 
movement for racial justice during the past few decades, American historians have 
labored to deepen our understanding of racial tensions and the black experience in this 
country. The following two selections examine two especially salient topics, the 
sources of white prejudice and the effects of antebellum slavery. When the effort to 
reevaluate existing scholarship on such subjects got under way, cold war unrest led 
some historians to downplay the role of conflict in our past and to sound an optimistic 
note. Oscar and Mary Handlin for example, writing in 1950, inferred that white 
Americans had enslaved blacks in the late seventeenth century only as a last resort and 
then slowly developed the notion they were inferior because as slaves blacks had no 
opportunity to demonstrate their full humanity. Prejudice, a reader might have con¬ 
cluded, was as circumstantial as slavery had been, and stood a good chance of extinc¬ 
tion as blacks escaped poverty and advanced in American society. Carl Degler s essay 
on the same subject nine years later voiced doubts that white prejudice was so ephem¬ 
eral. Then, as if to account for the harsh lessons and ambiguous gains of the equal 
rights movement, Winthrop Jordan’s White Over Black (1968)—a prizewinning study 
of white racial attitudes from the Elizabethan period to 1812—gave further pause. 

Jordan argues that white racial prejudice has roots in primordial human fears of 
darkness, in associations between blackness and evil embedded in the English lan¬ 
guage, and finally, indirectly, in white Christian ambivalence about the sexual appe¬ 
tite. Prejudice, so far from a reversible judgment based on black poverty or simply 
“learned behavior,” issues from depths that leave everyone susceptible to it and make 
its eradication highly difficult. Providing a key chapter in this analysis is Thomas 
Jefferson, whose conflicted thoughts and feelings on race Jordan finds a particularly 
rich source. Like Bushman on Jonathan Edwards, Jordan on Jefferson uses a single 
figure to illuminate a larger sociopsychological problem. Yet there are conceptual 

From White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550-1812 , by Winthrop D. 
Jordan. © 1968 The University of North Carolina Press. Published for the Institute of Early 
American History and Culture, Williamsburg. 
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differences. While Bushman demonstrates the connection between the themes of 
Edwards’s personality development and social change, between professional career 
and widespread religious needs, Jordan examines Jefferson’s public writings to bring 
to light a private dilemma which, according to Jordan, u as but an articulate version of 
beliefs that many whites held without expressing them. Because Jefferson’s self- 
deluding devices, his mechanisms of defense, were the same ones that his contem¬ 
poraries shared (and all of us employ), his private anguish becomes historical material. 
Edwards’s experience provides a personal parallel to socioeconomic change; 

Jefferson—in Jordan’s scheme—a psychological archetype for common prejudice. 

The question whether Jefferson did in fact enter into a sexual liaison with Sally 
Hemings—a point Fawn Brodie accepts in her Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History 
(1974)—must remain ultimately unanswerable. The evidence is circumstantial. Jeffer¬ 
son was with Hemings nine months before each of her children was bom, so far as we 
know; but so were other possible fathers. He did make special provisions in his will 
for her and her family; but such attention to house servants was by no means unusual 
among slaveholders in Jefferson’s time and place. It is instructive that two quite 
different approaches to historical personality yield different answers to the question of 
Jefferson’s tie to Hemings. Dumas Malone, the lifelong student of Jefferson, who is 
nearing completion of the sixth and final volume of what surely will be the standard 
biography for years to come, argues that the president had no romantic attachment to 
this slave woman or any other; having examined virtually every scrap Jefferson ever 
wrote and having “lived with” the man as his student for over a half-century, Malone 
finds it inconceivable that Jefferson could have indulged in the miscegenation he 
condemned so often. The Jefferson Malone has grown to know was incapable of such 
duplicity, too much in command of his “heart” thus to have indulged himself. This 
traditional approach to character, emphasizing the bulk of the evidence and a subject’s 
conscious statements, contrasts sharply with that of a psychoanalytic biographer like 
Brodie, who from theory derives the view' that appetities of love and aggression drive 
us all and that we frequently deny their influence over us. In this light Jefferson most 
surely did have an “intimate history,” circumstantial evidence convicts, and his never 
writing about this affair makes perfect sense. 

Combining such insight with the historian’s concern for evidence and deliberate 
act, Jordan leaves open the matter of Jefferson’s relationship with Hemings. Instead 
this chapter carefully examines Jefferson’s texts bn slavery and race in a search for the 
probable roots of his mixed emotions. Jordan’s case does not stand or fall on Jeffer¬ 
son’s having slept with this slave woman; his sexuality and its connection with shared 
beliefs about black sexual prowess cannot be denied, however, and help to explain his 
ambivalence—as well as the widespread doubts of his age—on the issue of black 
equality. 

Finally, in the last paragraph of White Over Black, Jordan makes a plea for self- 
knowledge that parallels the process of psychoanalytic therapy. Only by coming to 
terms with the energies of the id, by bringing to the level of consciousness what has 
been unconscious, may we hope to eliminate racism from American life. “If the white 
man turned to stare at the animal within him,” writes Jordan, “if he once admitted 
unashamedly that the beast was there, he might see that the old foe was a friend as 
well, that his best and his worst derived from the same deep well of energy. If he once 
fully acknowledged the powerful forces which drove his being, the necessity of imput¬ 
ing them to others would drastically diminish.” 
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AGAINST THE BACKDROP of changing attitudes and actions con¬ 
cerning Negroes and Negro slavery, the writings of one man become a fixed 
and central point of reference and influence. In the years after the Revolution 
the speculations of Thomas Jefferson were of great importance because so 
many people read and reacted to them. His remarks about Negroes in the 
only book he ever wrote were more widely read, in all probability, than any 
others until the mid-nineteenth century. In addition to his demonstrable 
impact upon other men, Jefferson is important—or perhaps more accurately, 
valuable to historical analysis—because he permits (without intending to) a 
depth and range of insight into the workings of ideas about Negroes within 
one man as he stood in relationship to his culture. Jefferson’s energetic facil¬ 
ity with the pen makes it possible, uniquely so in this period of history, to 
glimpse some of the inward springs of feeling which supported certain at¬ 
titudes towards Negroes. It then becomes possible to see the intriciate inter¬ 
lacing of one man’s personality with his social surroundings, the values of his 
culture, and the ideas with which he had contact. Thomas Jefferson was not a 
typical nor an ordinary man, but his enormous breadth of interest and his 
lack of originality make him an effective sounding board for his culture. On 
some important matters, therefore, he may be taken as accurately reflecting 
common presuppositions and sensitivities even though many Americans dis¬ 
agreed with some of his conclusions. 

To contemplate any man-in-culture is to savor complexity. It will be 
easiest to start with Jefferson’s central dilemma: he hated slavery but thought 
Negroes inferior to white men. His remarks on the Negro’s mental inferiority 
helped kindle a revealing public controversy on the subject which deserves 
examination. But it will also be necessary to return again to Thomas Jeffer¬ 
son, to his inward world 'where Negro inferiority was rooted. There it is 
possible to discern the interrelationship between his feelings about the races 
and his feeling about the sexes and thence to move once again to the problem 
of interracial sex in American culture. Finally, by tacking back to Jefferson 
and to the way he patterned his perceptions of his surroundings, it becomes 
easy to see how he assimilated the Indian to his anthropology and to 
America. His solution with the Negro was very different. 


Jefferson: The Tyranny of Slavery 

Jefferson was personally involved in Negro slavery. On his own planta¬ 
tions he stood confronted by the practical necessity of making slave labor pay 
and by the usual frustrating combination of slave recalcitrance and ineffi¬ 
ciency. Keeping the Negro men and especially the women and children clad, 
bedded, and fed was expensive, and keeping them busy was a task in itself. 1 
Nor was his load lightened by daily supervision of a system which he 
genuinely hated, nor by realization that his livelihood depended on its con¬ 
tinuation. This dependence almost inevitably meant that, for Jefferson the 
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planter, Negroes sometimes became mere objects of financial calculation. “I 
have observed,” he once wrote, “that our families of negroes double in about 
25 years, which is an increase of the capital, invested in them, of 4. per cent 
over and above keeping up the original number.” Successful maintenance of 
several plantations made for a measure of moral callousness: “The first step 
towards the recovery of our lands,” he advised John Taylor, “is to find 
substitutes for com and bacon. I count on potatoes, clover, and sheep. The 
two former to feed every animal on the farm except my negroes, and the 
latter to feed them, diversified with rations of salted fish and molasses, both 
of them wholesome, agreeable, and cheap articles of food.” 2 For a man of 
Jefferson’s convictions, entanglement in Negro slavery was genuinely tragic. 
Guiltily he referred to his Negroes as “servants,” thus presaging the 
euphemism of the nineteenth century. His hopes for transforming his slaves 
into tenants evidenced a desire to seek a way out, but financial considerations 
perpetually precluded action. In the end he freed a few of them, but more 
than a hundred remained in slavery. 3 He never doubted that his monetary 
debts constituted a more immediate obligation than manumission. Most 
Americans would have agreed. 

Jefferson’s heartfelt hatred of slavery did not derive so much from this 
harassing personal entanglement in the practicalities of slavery as from the 
system of politics in which he was enmeshed mentally. “Enmeshed” seems 
the appropriate term because the natural rights philosophy was the governing 
aspect of his theology and his science; it formed a part of his being, and his 
most original contribution was the graceful lucidity with which he continu¬ 
ally restated the doctrine. Yet in Jefferson’s hands natural rights took on a 
peculiar cast, for he thought of rights as being natural in a very literal sense. 
Rights belonged to men as biological beings, inhering in them, as he said in 
his draft of the Declaration of Independence, because “all men are created 
equal and independant” and because “from that equal creation they derive 
rights inherent and inalienable.” 4 The central fact was creation: the Creator, 
whose primary attribute was tidiness, would scarcely have been so careless as 
to create a single species equipped with more than one set of rights. If 
Jefferson’s own passion for order was reflected in these phrases, so was his 
agrarian penchant for solitude. What was reflected most clearly of all, 
though, was the extent to which the natural world dominated Jefferson’s 
thinking. Creation was the central “fact” because it explained nature. And 
Jefferson was awed by nature, if “awe” may be used in connection with a 
man so immensely capable of placid receptivity. While apparently working 
from a “Supreme Being” to an orderly nature, in fact Jefferson derived his 
Creator from what He had created—a nature which was by axiom orderly. In 
the same way, he derived God-given rights from the existence of the class of 
natural beings known as men. To know whether certain men possessed 
natural rights one had only to inquire whether they were human beings. 5 

Without question Negroes were members of that class. Hence Jefferson 



122 


WINTHROP D. JORDAN 


never for a moment considered the possibility that they might rightfully be 
enslaved. He felt the personal guilt of slaveholding deeply, for he was daily 
depriving other men of their rightful liberty. With “my debts once cleared 
off,” he wrote with a highly revealing slip of the pen, “I shall try some plan of 
making their situation happier, determined to content myself with a small 
portion of their lib e rty labour.” 6 His vigorous antislavery pronouncements, 
however, were always redolent more of the library than the field. Slavery 
was an injustice not so much for the specific Negroes held in bondage as for 
any member of the human species. While he recognized the condition of 
slaves as “miserable,” the weight of Jefferson’s concern was reserved for the 
malevolent effects of slavery upon masters. These effects had always con¬ 
cerned antislavery men of every stripe, but with most of them one is not left 
wondering what would have remained of their antislavery views had they 
found slavery beneficial to white society. Fortunately Jefferson went to his 
grave convinced that slavery was a blight on the white community. With 
slavery’s effect on black men he simply was not overly concerned. 7 

Indicative of Jefferson’s approach toward the institution was his horror of 
slave rebellion. His apprehension was of course shared by most Americans, 
but he gave it expression at an unusually early date, some years before the 
disaster in St. Domingo. When denouncing slavery in the Notes on Virginia he 
gave vent to forebodings of a possible upheaval in America in a passage 
clouded with dark indirection. “Indeed I tremble for my country,” he wrote 
passionately, “when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep for 
ever: that considering numbers, nature and natural means only, a revolution 
of the wheel of fortune, an exchange of situation, is among possible events: 
that it may become probable by supernatural interference! The Almighty has 
no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest.” The depth of his 
feeling was apparent, for he rarely resorted to exclamation marks and still less 
often to miracles without skepticism. Later, Negro rebellion in St. Domingo 
confirmed his fears, the more so because he was utterly unable to condemn it. 

As early as the 1780’s Jefferson fully recognized the difficulties involved in 
any practical program for freedom and shrank from publishing his Notes on 
Virginia because it contained strong antislavery expressions. His friend 
Charles Thomson agreed that there were just grounds for fearing southern 
reaction while agreeing too that if the “cancer” was not wiped out “by reli¬ 
gion, reason and philosophy” it would be someday “by blood.” James 
Monroe, on the other hand, thought the antislavery sentiments could well be 
published. They finally did appear, of course, but Jefferson remained pes¬ 
simistic. 8 He wrote in 1786 concerning possible legislative action in Virginia 
that “an unsuccessful effort, as too often happens, would only rivet still closer 
the chains of bondage, and retard the moment of delivery to this oppressed 
description of men.” Later he steadfastly refused to condemn slavery pub¬ 
licly, refused to join antislavery organizations, refused to endorse the publi¬ 
cations of abolitionists, in each case because he thought that premature en- 
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dorsement by a figure of his prominence might easily damage the antislavery 
cause. 9 It was neither timidity nor concern for reputation which restrained 
him; in fact he had good reason to think that antislavery pronouncements 
might solidify the institution. Francis Kinloch wrote him from South 
Carolina of a the general alarm” which a certain “passage in your Notes 
occasioned amongst us. It is not easy to get rid of old prejudices, and the 
word ‘emancipation’ operates like an apparition upon a South Carolina 
planter.” 10 From wide experience Jefferson had acquired a strong sense of 
“how difficult it is to move or inflect the great machine of society, how 
impossible to advance the notions of a whole people suddenly to ideal right. 
He was acutely conscious of “the passions, the prejudices, and the real diffi¬ 
culties” compounded in American Negro slavery. 11 


Jefferson: The Assertion of Negro Inferiority 

His sensitive reaction to social “passions” and “prejudices’ was heightened 
by dim recognition that they operated powerfully within himself, though of 
course he never realized how deep-seated his anti-Negro feelings were. On 
the surface of these thoughts lay genuine doubts concerning the Negro’s 
inherent fitness for freedom and recognition of the tensions inherent in racial 
slavery. He was firmly convinced, as he demonstrated in the Notes on 
Virginia, that the black man’s differences were not only physical but temper¬ 
amental and mental. Negroes seemed to “require less sleep,’ for after hard 
labour through the day,” they were “induced by the slightest amusements to 
sit up till midnight, or later” though aware that they must rise at first 
dawn.” They were “at least as brave” as whites, and “more adventuresome.” 
“But,” he wrote, withdrawing even this mild encomium, “this may perhaps 
proceed from a want of forethought, which prevents their seeing a danger 
till it be present. When present, they do not go through it with more 
coolness or steadiness than whites.” Negroes were “more ardent,” their griefs 
“transient.” “In general,” he concluded, “their existence appears to partici¬ 
pate more of sensation than reflection. To this must be ascribed their dis¬ 
position to sleep when abstracted from their diversions, and unemployed in 
labour. An animal whose body is at rest, and who does not reflect, must be 
disposed to sleep of course.” Within the confines of this logic there was no 
room for even a hint that daily toil for another’s benefit might have dis¬ 
posed slaves to frolic and to sleep. 12 

Opinion in the North was distinctly different though far from unanimous. 
When St. George Tucker addressed queries concerning Negroes in Mas¬ 
sachusetts to Jeremy Belknap in 1795, he asked specifically for information 
concerning mental capacity, and Belknap in turn made enquiries among his 
prominent friends in Boston. Belknap summarized his little survey by report¬ 
ing that gentlemen in Massachusetts who had studied the matter do not 
scruple to say, that there is no more difference between them and those 
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whites who have had the same education, and have lived in the same habits, 
than there is among different persons of that class of whites. In this opinion I 
am inclined to acquiesce. It is neither birth nor colour, but education and 
habit, which form the human character.” 13 

Though it is difficult to judge exactly what most Virginians or other 
southerners would have thought of this statement, it is clear that only one 
man in the South felt compelled to take the opposite position publicly. Jeffer¬ 
son alone spoke forth, and this fact in itself suggests, at very least, strong 
feelings on his part, an uncommon need to discourse upon the subject. It was 
not that he alone felt need for scientific experiment. George Wythe, Jeffer¬ 
son’s much-admired mentor, undertook to give both his own nephew and his 
mulatto servant boy classical educations as a comparative test of the Negro’s 
ability. 14 On the other hand, Jefferson, who delighted in compiling the facts 
of the natural world, never attempted any such experiment despite ample 
opportunity. And the structure of his relevant passage in the Notes, where his 
appeal to science followed lengthy and very definite pronouncements on 
Negro inferiority, indicated clearly that his appeal to that highest court was 
not the starting point for his thoughts about Negroes but a safe refuge from 
them. 


Jefferson: Passionate Realities 

Jefferson started, in fact, with a brief assertion of the necessity for coloniz¬ 
ing Negroes elsewhere once they had been freed. 15 “Why not retain and 
incorporate the blacks into the state?” Only later did his answer find wide 
acceptance in Virginia, especially after September 1800. “Deep rooted prej¬ 
udices entertained by the whites; ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of 
the injuries they have sustained; new provocations; the real distinctions 
which nature has made; and many other circumstances, will... produce 
convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination of the 
one or the other race.” His ensuing remarks made evident which factor 
carried greatest weight with him, for he immediately entered into a long 
discussion of other “objections” which were “physical and moral.” “The first 
difference which strikes us” he wrote in accurate summary of his country¬ 
men’s perceptions, “is that of colour.” Accepting the chromatically inaccu¬ 
rate but universally accepted metaphor of the Negro’s “black” color, he 
continued, “Whether the black of the negro resides in the reticular membrane 
between the skin and scarf-skin, or in the scarf-skin itself; whether it pro¬ 
ceeds from the colour of the blood, the colour of the bile, or from that of some 
other secretion, the difference is fixed in nature, and is as real as if its seat and 
cause were better known to us.” For Jefferson, the overwhelming aspect of 
the Negro’s color was its reality, he simply shelved the important scientific 
question of its cause. Even when he considered the question in a more neutral 
context, in his discussion of albino Negroes in the section on “Productions 
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Mineral, Vegetable and Animal,” he refused (or perhaps was unable) to offer 
a word of speculation about a matter on which other scientists speculated 
freely. Instead he rushed on, spilling forth words which revealed what the 
“reality” of the “difference” was for Thomas Jefferson. The passionate un¬ 
derpinnings of his feelings were laid bare. 

And is this difference of no importance? Is it not the foundation of a greater or less 
share of beauty in the two races? Are not the fine mixtures of red and white, the 
expressions of every passion by greater or less suffusions of colour in the one, prefer¬ 
able to that eternal monotony, which reigns in the countenances, that immoveable veil 
of black which covers all the emotions of the other race? Add to these, flowing hair, a 
more elegant symmetry of form, and their own judgment in favour of the whites, 
declared by their preference of them, as uniformly as is the preference of the Oran- 
ootan for the black women over those of his own species. The circumstance of 
superior beauty, is thought worthy attention in the propagation of our horses, dogs, 
and other domestic animals; why not in that of man? 

With this geyser of libidinal energy Jefferson recapitulated major tenets 
of the American racial complex. Merely on a factual level he passed along 
several notions which had long been floating about, some since the first years 
of confrontation in Africa. Red and white were the ingredients of beauty, and 
Negroes were pronouncedly less beautiful than whites; Negroes desired sex¬ 
ual relations especially with whites; black women had relations with orang¬ 
outangs. On a deeper level the pattern of his remarks was more revealing of 
Jefferson himself. Embedded in his thoughts on beauty was the feeling that 
whites were subtler and more delicate in their passions and that Negroes, 
conversely, were more crude. He felt Negroes to be sexually more animal— 
hence the gratuitous intrusion of the man-like ape. His libidinal desires, 
unacceptable and inadmissible to his society and to his higher self, were 
effectively transferred to others and thereby drained of their intolerable im¬ 
mediacy. Having allowed these dynamic emotions perilously close to the 
surface in the form of the orang-outang, he had immediately shifted to the 
safe neutral ground of horse-breeding, thus denying his exposure by 
caricaturing it. Without fully recognizing the adversary within, he continued 
to flee, taking refuge on higher and higher ground. “They have less hair on 
the face and body.” Not quite safe enough, but he was reaching the safe 
temple of science. “They secrete less by the kidnies, and more by the glands 
of the skin,” he wrote, carefully placing the rationale before the important 
fact, “which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odour.” Having taken 
as given the facts of Negro secretion, about which many contemporaries were 
uncertain, he applied them as proof to a less emotion-laden folk belief. “This 
greater degree of transpiration renders them more tolerant of heat, and less so 
of cold, than the whites.” He came to rest finally in convoluted speculation. 
“Perhaps too a difference of structure in the pulmonary apparatus, which a 
late ingenious experimentalist [Adair Crawford, Experiments .. . on Animal 
Heat ] has discovered to be the principal regulator of animal heat, may have 
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disabled them from extricating, in the act of inspiration, so much of that fluid 
from the outer air, or obliged them in expiration, to part with more of it. 

Yet Jefferson was never completely at rest. His picture of Negroes as 
crudely sensual beings, which was at once an offprint of popular belief and a 
functional displacement of his own emotional drives, kept popping up 
whenever Negroes came to mind. That it did not appear on other, irrelevant 
occasions indicated that there were limits to its personal importance, yet most 
of Jefferson’s widely-read remarks on the Negro were tinged by it. tthen 
discussing the Negro’s over-all temperament he wrote, 4 I hey are more ar¬ 
dent after their female: but love seems with them to be more an eager desire, 
than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment and sensation.” In the original 
manuscript he had stated this even more baldly. Elsewhere in the Notes he 
commented in defense of the masculinity of Indian men despite the sparsity 
of their hair: “Negroes have notoriously less hair than the whites; yet they are 


more ardent.” 16 

Jefferson had framed old beliefs about the Negro’s sexuality in newly 
deprecatory terms, and defenders of the Negro rose in his behalf. Gilbert 
Imlay laid his finger on the core of Jefferson’s argument with acute intuition 
but faltering analysis: 


Were a man, who, with all the ardour of a youthful passion, had just txx k n gazing 
upon the fair bosom of a loved and beautiful mistress, and afterwards marked the 
contrast of that paradise of sublunary bliss, to the African or Indian hue, to exclaim in 
the terms which Mr. Jefferson has used, he might be judged excusable on account of 
the intoxication of his heated senses—But when a grave philosopher, who has passed 
the meridian of life, sits down to meliorate, by his writings and opinions, the condi¬ 
tion of the slaves of his country, whose fetters have fixed an obliquity upon the virtue 
and humanity of the southern Americans, I confess it appears to me not a little jejune 
and inconsistent. 


The Reverend Samuel Stanhope Smith of Princeton, however, was affronted 
by Jefferson’s assertions of ardency which kindled “the senses only, not the 
imagination,” and seized the opportunity of reading an environmentalist lec¬ 
ture in morals to slaveowners. “With what fine tints can imagination invest 
the rags, the dirt, or the nakedness so often seen in a quarter of negro 
labourers? Besides, to awaken the exquisite sentiments of a delicate love, and 
to surround it with all the enchantment of the imagination, this passion 
requires to be placed under certain moral restraints which are seldom formed 
in the coarse familiarity, and promiscuous intercourse permitted, and too 
often encouraged among the American slaves.” Smith was careful to dis¬ 
charge the other barrel by declaring that he had seen many instances of the 
highest sentiments of love among Negroes. 17 Jefferson never replied to these 
attacks. 

While the depth of emotional intensity underlying his thinking about the 
Negro seems sufficiently evident, the sources of his feeling remain obscured 
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by his unsurprising failure to articulate emotional patterns and processes of 
which he was unaware. As has often been remarked about him, few men 
have written so much yet revealed so little of themselves. This fact is in itself 
enormously suggestive, though it has been a disappointment to historians 
that he did not include in his papers some remarks on parents and childhood, 
some few letters to his beloved wife. Yet if one draws back the velvet curtain 
of his graceful style to regard the pattern of his life and thought, it is possible 
to detect certain of the currents running beneath the structure of his intellect. 


Jefferson: White Women and Black 

Two interrelated currents seem especially relevant to his thoughts on the 
Negro, the more deep-seated one having to do with his relationships with 
members of the opposite sex. Jefferson grew up in a world of women. His 
father, a man of more imposing physique even than Jefferson, died when his 
son was fourteen. At that critical age he was left with a mother about whom 
we know almost nothing, four sisters, and one brother. He was never really 
congenial with his brother, and their infrequent correspondence in later life 
merely exposed the enormous gulf between them in interests and talents. 18 
He never said much concerning his mother and sisters. As a young man, 
leading a life thoroughly lacking in direction, he filled his letters with talk 
about girls, but his gay chitchat ended abruptly after a keenly disappointing 
one-sided romance with Rebecca Burwell, an attractive sixteen-year-old or¬ 
phan. Consoling himself with outbursts of misogyny, Jefferson turned to the 
companionship of men. Nearly ten years later he made a level-headed match 
with Martha Skelton Wayles, a twenty-three-year-old widow whose young 
son died shortly before the wedding. On the marriage bond he at first in¬ 
serted the word “spinster” but then corrected himself with “widow.” 19 The 
marriage lasted from 1772 until her death in 1782, but again Jefferson left no 
picture of the woman sharing his life. She bore him six children: three girls 
died in infancy, as did their only son (whom Jefferson referred to as such 
before the birth!), 20 and two daughters survived. His wife’s failing health 
worried him terribly—it was in this period that he wrote the Notes —and her 
death left him shattered with grief, not untinged, as so often happens, with 
self-pity. 21 

Throughout his life after the Burwell affair, Jefferson seemed capable of 
attachment only to married women. Several years before his marriage he had 
made, on his own much later admission, improper advances to the wife of a 
neighboring friend. 22 In Paris, as a widower, he carried on a superficially 
frantic flirtation with Mrs. Maria Cosway, a “love affair” in which the “love” 
was partly play and the “affair” non-existent. The only woman outside his 
family for whom he formed some attachment was John Adams’s remarkable 
wife, Abigail; with good reason he admired her intellect. With women in 
general he was uneasy and unsure; he held them at arm’s length, wary, 



128 


WINTHROP D. JORDAN 


especially after his wife’s death, of the dangers of over-commitment. Intimate 
emotional engagement with women seemed to represent for him a gateway 
into a dangerous, potentially explosive world which threatened revolution 
against the discipline of his higher self. His famous “Dialogue of the Head 
and the Heart,” written to Maria Cosway, revealed his dim awareness of the 
struggle within, for beneath its stiltedness one senses a man not naturally cool 
but thoroughly air-conditioned. Of necessity, the Head emerged victorious 
in the dialogue, just as it did in real life, declaring pontifically to the Heart, 
“This is not a world to live at random in as you do.” 23 The sentence might 
have served as a motto for his life. 

As Jefferson matured, he seems to have mitigated this inner tension by 
imputing potential explosiveness to the opposite sex and by assuming that 
female passion must and could only be controlled by marriage. Not long after 
the Burwell affair, he wrote or copied a solemn passage which characterized 
marriage as best founded on a wife’s self-restraint and constant attentiveness 
to the wishes of her husband: “marriage, be a husband what he may, reverses 
the prerogative of sex.” Certainly Jefferson lived in a culture which assumed 
dutiful wifely submission, but there was a particular urgency in his stress 
upon the necessity of female decorum. In any age, his strictures on toilet and 
dress to his unmarried daughter would seem egregiously detailed. “Nothing 
is so disgusting to our sex,” he warned her, “as a want of cleanliness and 
delicacy in yours. 24 It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that when living in 
Paris, Jefferson dashed off frequent warnings of the sexual corruptions await¬ 
ing American youths in Europe: “in lieu of this [“conjugal love”] are substi¬ 
tuted pursuits which nourish and invigorate all our bad passions, and which 
offer only moments of extasy amidst days and months of restlessness and 
torment. And, he added, characteristically seizing an opportunity to salute 
republican virtue, “Much, very much inferior this to the tranquil permanent 
felicity with which domestic society in America blesses most of it’s inhabi¬ 
tants.” 25 If unrestrained sex seemed a dangerous trap to Jefferson, he was 
deeply certain which sex had set it. On one occasion, in his rough “Notes on 
a Tour of English Gardens,” he jotted down an arresting mental picture, in 
an otherwise matter-of-fact account, of “a small, dark, deep hollow, with 
recesses of stone in the banks on every side. In one of these is a Venus 
pudique, turned half round as if inviting you with her into the recess.” It was 
a revealing description, as much of Jefferson as of the statue. Most revealing 
of all was a letter to James Madison in 1786. The recent revisal of Virginia 
laws had included mitigation of criminal punishments, but the lex talionis had 
been preserved in two cases, death for treason or murder and castration for 
rape and buggery, etc. Jefferson wrote from Paris an interesting commen¬ 
tary. “The principle of retaliation is much criticised here, particularly in the 
case of Rape. They think the punishment indecent and unjustifiable. I should 
be for altering it, but for a different reason: that is on account of the tempta- 
tlon women would be under to make it the instrument of vengeance against 
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an inconstant lover, and of disappointment to a rival.” 26 Evidently women 
loomed as threats to masculinity, as dangerously powerful sexual aggressors. 

Jefferson’s transferal of sexual aggressiveness to women helps explain cer¬ 
tain otherwise puzzling aspects of his expressions on the Negro. He was 
greatly concerned with the Negro’s lack of beauty—in his culture a highly 
feminine attribute—and it was with some justification that a political oppo¬ 
nent charged that “The desire of preserving the beauty of the human race 
predominates... in the mind of our philosopher.” 27 Moreover, Jefferson 
failed to offer even a hint concerning the Negro male’s supposedly large 
organ, and though this failure may have stemmed from an understandable 
reluctance to broach the matter publicly, he gave no suggestion even indi¬ 
rectly of the sexual aggressiveness of Negro men; nor did he ever do so 
privately. In fact—and it is an arresting one upon re-reading the passage—his 
previously quoted remarks concerning beauty and breeding had reference not 
to Negro men, nor to Negroes in general, but, in implicit yet highly specific 
fashion, to Negro women! 

It is in the light of this emotional pattern that Jefferson’s widely discussed 
relationship with the Hemings family should be considered. The subject is 
an unpalatable one for many Americans: the assertion that a great national 
figure was involved in miscegenation—this is the central supposed “fact” of 
the Hemings matter—is one that Americans.find difficult to treat as anything 
but a malicious accusation. Malice was, indeed, the animating force behind 
the original claim, but we need to brace ourselves into an intellectual posture 
from which we can see that the importance of the stories about black Sally 
Hemings and Thomas Jefferson lies in the fact that they seemed—and to 
some people still seem—of any importance. The facts of the matter require 
attention not because Jefferson’s behavior needs to be questioned but because 
they are of some (but not very much) help in understanding Jefferson’s views 
about miscegenation and, far more, because they shed light on the cultural 
context in which he moved and of which we are heirs. Viewed in the context 
of his feelings about white women, the problem of Jefferson’s actual overt 
behavior becomes essentially irrelevant to the subject of this book; it is to the 
inner world of his thought and feeling that we must look for significant 
behavior and, even more, to his culture for the larger significance of the 
matter. 

In 1802 James T. Callender charged in the Richmond Recorder that it was 
“well known” that Jefferson kept Sally, one of his slaves, as concubine and 
had fathered children by her. The features of “Tom,” the eldest offspring, 
were “said to bear a striking although sable resemblance to those of the 
president himself.” 28 Callender was a notorious professional scandalmonger 
who had turned upon Jefferson when the President had disappointed his 
hope for federal office. Despite the utter disreputability of the source, the 
charge has been dragged after Jefferson like a dead cat through the pages of 
formal and informal history, tied to him by its attractiveness to a wide variety 
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0 f interested persons and by the apparent impossibility of utterly refuting 
j t 29 Ever since Callender's day it has served the varied purposes of those 
seeking to degrade Jefferson for political or ideological reasons, of 
abolitionists, defamers of Virginia, the South, and even America in general, 
and both defenders and opponents of racial segregation. Jefferson’s conduct 
has been attacked from several angles, for in fact the charge of concubinage 
with Sally Hemings constitutes not one accusation but three, simultaneously 
accusing Jefferson of fathering bastards, of miscegenation, and of crassly 
taking advantage of a helpless young slave (for Sally was probably twenty- 
two when she first conceived). The last of these, insofar as it implies forced 
attentions on an unwilling girl, may be summarily dismissed. For one thing, 
indirect evidence indicates that Sally was happy throughout her long period 
of motherhood, and, more important, Jefferson was simply not capable of 
violating every rule of honor and kindness, to say nothing of his convictions 
concerning the master-slave relationship. 

As for bastardy and miscegenation, the known circumstances of the situa¬ 
tion at Monticello which might support the charges were, very briefly, as 
follows. The entire Hemings family seems to have received favored treat¬ 
ment. Sally’s mother was mulatto and had come to Jefferson with her still 
lighter children from the estate of his father-in-law, John Wayles, in 1774. 
Most of Sally’s siblings were personal servants; one brother became a skilled 
carpenter and two of Sally’s children were eventually charged to him for 
training. Sally herself and her mother were house servants, and Sally (de¬ 
scribed as very fair) was sent as maid with Jefferson’s daughter to Paris. All 
the slaves freed by Jefferson were Hemingses, and none of Sally’s children 
were retained in slavery as adults. She bore five, from 1795 to 1808; and 
though he was away from Monticello a total of roughly two-thirds of this 
period, Jefferson was at home nine months prior to each birth. Her first child 
was conceived following Jefferson’s retirement as Secretary of State with 
nerves raw from political battling with Hamilton. Three others were con¬ 
ceived during Jefferson’s summer vacations and the remaining child was bom 
nine months after his very brief return to Monticello for the funeral of his 
daughter. In short, Jefferson’s paternity can be neither refuted nor proved 
from the known circumstances or from the extant testimony of his overseer, 
his white descendants, or the descendants of Sally, each of them having 
fallible memories and personal interests at stake. 30 

If we turn to Jefferson’s character we are confronted by evidence which for 
many people today (and then) furnished an immediate and satisfactory refu¬ 
tation. Yet the assumption that this high-minded man could not have carried 
on such an affair is at variance with what is known today concerning the 
relationship between human personality and behavior. If the previous 
suggestions concerning his personality have any validity, Jefferson’s relations 
with women were ambivalent, and in the Hemings situation either tendency 
could have prevailed. 
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Assuming this ambivalence in Jefferson, one can construct two reasonable 
(though not equally probable) and absolutely irreconciliable cases. It is possi¬ 
ble to argue on the one hand, briefly, that Jefferson was a truly admirable 
man if there ever was one and that by the time he had married and matured 
politically, in the 1770’s, his “head” was permanently in control of his 
“heart.” Hence a liaison with a slave girl would have been a lapse from 
character unique in his mature life. It would have represented, on a deeper 
level, abandonment of the only grounds on which he was able to maintain 
satisfactory relations with women, their safe incarceration in the married 
state. It would have meant complete reversal of his feelings of repulsion 
toward Negroes and a towering sense of guilt for having connected with such 
sensual creatures and having given free reign to his own libidinous desires, 
guilt for which there is no evidence. On the other hand, however, it is 
possible to argue that attachment with Sally represented a final happy resolu¬ 
tion of his inner conflict. This would account for the absence after his return 
from Paris in 1789 of evidence pointing to continuing high tension concern¬ 
ing women and Negroes, an absence hardly to be explained by senility. Sally 
Hemings would have become Becky Burwell and the bitter outcome of his 
marriage erased. Unsurprisingly, his repulsion toward Negroes would have 
been, all along, merely the obverse of powerful attraction, and external pres¬ 
sures in the 1790’s would easily have provided adequate energy for turning 
the coin of psychic choice from one side to the other. One is left fully 
persuaded only of the known fact that any given pattern of basic personality 
can result in widely differing patterns of external behavior. 

The question of Jefferson’s miscegenation, it should be stressed again, is of 
limited interest and usefulness even if it could be satisfactorily answered. 
The Notes had been written years before, and Jefferson never deviated from 
his “aversion,” as he wrote just before he died, “to the mixture of colour” in 
America. 31 One aspect of the history of the Hemings family, however, offers 
possible clarification on several points. It appears quite probable that Sally 
and some of her siblings were the children of his father-in-law, John 
Wayles. 32 It must have been a burden indeed for Jefferson, who probably 
knew this, to have the Hemingses in the same house with their half-sister and 
aunt, his beloved wife, who almost certainly was ignorant of the situation. 
This burden might well have embittered his thoughts on miscegenation in 
general and have helped convince him to his dying day that it was a social 
evil. 33 It would also have heightened his conviction that slavery was degrad¬ 
ing to white men. And while it does not settle anything concerning his 
relations with Sally, it would explain the favored treatment the Hemings 
family received at Monticello. 

For many people it seems to require an effort of will to remember that the 
larger significance of the Hemings matter lay not in Jefferson’s conduct but in 
the charges themselves. Callender’s words went echoing through the anti- 
Jefferson press (with help from Callender) because they played effectively 
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upon public sentiment. The motivation underlying the charges was un¬ 
doubtedly political; some of his opponents were willing to seize any weapon, 
no matter how crude, for berating Jefferson, but that a white man’s sleeping 
with a Negro woman should be a weapon at all seems the more significant 
fact. It is significant, too, that the charge of bastardy was virtually lost in the 
clamor about miscegenation. Hamilton’s admission of sexual transgressions 
with a white woman had done little to damage his reputation. Jefferson’s 
offense was held to be mixture of the races, and Callender and his fellow 
scandalmongers strummed the theme until it was dead tired. 

In glaring red, and chalky white. 

Let others beauty see; 

Me no such tawdry tints delight— 

No! black’s the hue for me! 

Thick pouting lips! how sweet their grace! 

When passion fires to kiss them! 

Wide spreading over half the face, 

Impossible to miss them. 

Oh! Sally! hearken to my vows! 

Yield up thy sooty charms— 

My best belov’d! my more than spouse, 

Oh! take me to thy arms! 34 

The same theme could easily be transformed into ridicule of Jefferson’s 
equalitarianism. 

For make all like, let blackee nab 
De white womans.... dat be de track! 

Den Quashee de white wife will hab, 

And massa Jefferson shall bav de black. 

W 7 hy should a judge, (him alway white,) 

’Pon pickaninny put him paw. 

Cause he steal little! dat no rite! 

No! Quashee say he’ll hab no law. 35 

Jefferson’s personal transgression could be handsomely enlarged to represent 
a threat to society, according to what might be called the law of gross expan¬ 
sion. “Put the case that every white man in Virginia had done as much as 
Thomas Jefferson has done towards the utter destruction of its happiness, 
that eighty thousand white men had; each of them, been the father of five 
mulatto children. Thus you have FOUR HUNDRED THOUSAND 
MULATTOES in addition to the present swarm. The country would be no 
longer habitable, till after a civil war, and a series of massacres. We all know 
with absolute certainty that the contest would end in the utter extirpation 
both of blacks and mulattoes. We know that the continent has as many white 
people, as could eat the whole race at a breakfast.” 36 
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Interracial Sex: The Individual and His Society 

Callender’s grossness should not be allowed to obscure the fact that he was 
playing upon very real sensitivities. American.tenderness on mixture of the 
races had been unrelieved by the Revolutionary upheaval of thought concern¬ 
ing the Negro. Indeed certain shifts in thought in the latter part of the 
eighteenth century may have served to deepen objection to intermixture. 
While conceiving of man’s social and political activities as taking place within 
the ordered realm of nature (most obviously in the natural rights philosophy), 
Americans also brought biological preconceptions to the consideration of 
human beings. In nature, likes begat likes in ordered succession. Could 
Americans be entirely happy, then, with even the superficial confusion of 
appearances brought about by miscegenation? The “mulatto breed” was an 
affront to anyone with a sense of tidiness. In the 1790’s, too, the Negro 
rebellions added urgency to all consideration of interracial relationships, and 
the growing sense of the separateness of Negroes meant more frequent ex¬ 
pressions of alarm concerning mongrelization. Given a new nation, with 
slavery now recognized as a national concern, the omnipresent fact of mis¬ 
cegenation was perforce seen in a somewhat different light than in earlier 
years. Cases of intermixture once of only local pertinence had now become 
ingredients in the larger problem of the integrity of the blood of the national 
community. Hence national councils became forums for denunciation of 
intermixture. Pennsylvania’s James Wilson announced during discussion of 
the three-fifths clause in the Constitutional Convention that he “had some 
apprehensions also from the tendency of the blending of the blacks with the 
whites, to give disgust to the people of Pena.” William Loughton Smith, 
defending slavery in the congressional debate of 1790, declared that any 
“mixture of the races would degenerate the whites” and that as far as the 
future of America was concerned if Negroes intermarried “with the whites, 
then the white race would be extinct, and the American people would be all 
of the mulatto breed.” And a nationalistic President Jefferson remarked con¬ 
cerning the Negro’s future that “it is impossible not to look forward to distant 
times, when our rapid multiplication will expand itself beyond those 
[present] limits, and cover the whole northern, if not the southern continent, 
with a people speaking the same language, governed in similar forms, and by 
similar laws; nor can we contemplate with satisfaction either blot or mixture 
on that surface.” 37 

This theme was to emerge as a dominant one especially in his own state 
during his presidency; by that time many other important individuals 
throughout the nation were speculating upon matters concerning the Negro. 
Important intellectual changes took place during the thirty years after he 
wrote the Notes, but Jefferson grew increasingly silent and depressed about 
the future of Africans in America. For the moment these individuals and 
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changes may be held aside so as to permit concentration upon the problem of 
the relationship of one individual’s attitudes to those of his society. 

Beneath all pronouncements on the undesirability of racial mixture lay a 
substructure of feeling about interracial sex. Jefferson’s feelings were of 
course partially molded by specific beliefs about Negroes which constituted 
readily visible manifestations of feelings prevailing in his culture not merely 
about Negroes but about life in general. It seems legitimate and profitable to 
speak of an entire culture as having feelings, partly because every society 
demands—and gets—a large measure of the behavior it “wants” (i.e., needs) 
from individuals and partly because in a literate culture expressions of indi¬ 
vidual feeling accrete through time, thus forming a common pool of ex¬ 
pressed feelings. Usually, but by no means always, these expressions are 
highly intellectualized, that is, detached from direct functional connection 
with powerful emotional drives. Sometimes they are not, as they sometimes 
were not when Thomas Jefferson wrote about Negroes. It seems evident that 

his feelings, his affective life, his emotions—whatever term one prefers_ 

were being expressed in some of his beliefs or opinions about the Negro. His 
opinions were thus sometimes quite directly the product of his repressions. 
And it seems axiomatic, given the assumptions about the nature of culture 
prevailing in the twentieth century, that variants of his repressions operated 
in so many individuals that one can speak of deep-seated feelings about the 
Negro as being social in character, that is, as characterizing an entire society. 
It seems important to remember that the explicit content of social attitudes 
stemmed not directly from the emotions being repressed but from the 
mechanisms of repression. The resultant attitudes, moreover, through con- 
stant communication within society, acquired autonomous energy and a 
viability independent of emotional underpinnings. Hence many individuals 
subscribed to beliefs about Negroes which performed no very vital function 
in their personality, and these beliefs may be considered as being part of the 
cultural environment. 

It is with this final consideration in mind that such manifestations of 
attitudes as laws on interracial sexual relations must be considered; it saves us 
from despair at being unable to obtain much personal information on indi- 
vidual legislators. Again, it constitutes a useful way of looking at sectional 
differences m attitudes. Differences between North and South concerning 
interracial sex were not in kind but in vehemence, if vehemence is defined as 
the product of the degree of individual involvement and proportion of people 
involved. In New York in 1785, for example, the assembly passed a gradual 
emancipation bill which would have barred Negroes from the polls and from 
marrying whites. The senate objected to the intermarriage clause because “in 
so important a connection they thought the free subjects of this State ought to 
be left to their free choice.” The assembly again voted narrowly to retain the 
clause and then, after conference with the senate, finally receded on it by a 
narrow margin, though later for other reasons the entire bill was lost. 38 In 


THOMAS JEFFERSON 


135 


Massachusetts, however, an act of 1786 on the “Solemnization of Marriage” 
voided marriages between whites and Negroes. Rhode Island passed a similar 
law in 1798. The Pennsylvania emancipation bill also contained a similar 
provision which was dropped before final passage. 39 On the whole, this 
random pattern in the North suggests both the existence of sentiment against 
intermixture and a lack of great vehemence underlying it. 

In the South, on the other hand, where there were more Negroes (wearing 
fewer clothes) 40 there is evidence suggesting greater tension. For the most 
part laws prohibiting racial mixture were already on the books and nobody 
wanted them off. 41 The Virginia legislature’s refusal to accept Jefferson’s 
provision in the revisal for banishment of white women bearing mulattoes 
stemmed more from objection to the harsh penalty than from willingness to 
countenance interracial matches. One foreign traveler observed that the un¬ 
usually large number of mulattoes in the state was occasioned only by greater 
length of settlement and that public opinion was firmly set against interracial 
unions. Liaisons were carried on in secrecy, he explained, for “no white man 
is known to live regularly with a black woman.” 42 The converse relationship 
was of course another matter; though white women still occasionally slept 
with Negro men, 43 southern society was as determined as ever to punish 
rigorously any Negro sexual attacks on white women. In 1769, Virginia had 
excluded castration from the penal code except as punishment for that of¬ 
fense. The brutality of castration had become offensive to humanitarian 
sentiment, however, and the legislature refused to enact Jefferson’s revisal 
bill based on the lex talionis. Yet as late as 1792 emasculation was specifically 
declared by the legislature to be permissible punishment for any slave “con¬ 
victed of an attempt to ravish a white woman.” In practice the courts seem 
usually to have hanged such offenders but there was at least one case of 
sentence to castration, in 1797. The penalty was finally abolished in a general 
amendment to the penal code in 1805. Despite tension on the matter, some 
Virginians refused to be blinded by their feelings. In the 1800’s several 
petitions to the governor asked clemency for Negroes condemned for rape on 
grounds that the white woman involved was of low character. 44 Elsewhere in 
the South, however, there was evidence of smoldering emotion. In North 
Carolina a tradition was inaugurated at the turn of the century when lynch¬ 
ing parties burned a Negro for rape and castrated a slave for remarking that 
he was going to have some white women. Georgia in 1806 enacted a manda¬ 
tory death penalty for any Negro raping or attempting to rape a white wo¬ 
man. As late as 1827 a Georgia court sentenced a Negro to castration and 
deportation for attempted rape, and the Macon Telegraph castigated the court 
for its leniency. 45 

The dynamics of the interracial sexual situation did not, of course, invar¬ 
iably tend toward emotional abandon. For one thing, in regions where slav¬ 
ery was firmly rooted in a high proportion of Negroes, the traditional Euro¬ 
pean double standard for the sexes was subject to caricatural polarization. 
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More sexual freedom for white men meant less for white women. Through¬ 
out the eighteenth century South Carolina had shown the effects of this 
tendency, though far less than the British West Indian societies. Despite 
difficulties created by the biases of travelers, it seems clear that the same 
tendency still operated in the deep South in the early years of the nineteenth 
century. One American traveler, the prominent ornithologist of Philadel¬ 
phia, Alexander Wilson, described his unfavorable impressions by first la¬ 
menting that the “superabundance of Negroes” had “destroyed the activity of 
the whites,” who “stand with their hands in their pockets, overlooking their 
negroes.” In his letter to William Bartram in 1809 (here given as published 
much later in the century), Wilson went on to say, 

These, however, are not one-tenth of the curses slavery has brought on the Southern 
States. Nothing has surprised me more than the cold, melancholy reserve of the 
females, of the best families, in South Carolina and Georgia. Old ami young, single 
and married, all have that dull frigid insipidity, and reserve, which is attributed to 
solitary old maids. Even in their own houses they scarce utter anything to a stranger 
but yes or no, and one is perpetually puzzled to know whether it proceeds from 
awkwardness or dislike. Those who have been at some of their Balls (in Charleston] 
say that the ladies hardly even speak or smile, but dance with as much gravity, as if 
they were performing some ceremony of devotion. On the contrary, the negro 
wenches are all sprightliness and gayety; and if report l>e not a detainer —(hurt there is a 
hiatus in the manuscript) which render the men callous to all the finer sensations of love, 
and female excellence. 46 

While one suspects that the “hiatus” may not have been the author’s, the 
description clearly points to deep alienation on the part of white women. 
Their rightful consorts were often otherwise engaged, anti their resulting 
shell of “dull frigid insipidity” was hardened by the utter necessity of avoid¬ 
ing any resemblance to women of the other race. Perhaps they sensed, too, 
that the protection they received against Negro men constituted a very per¬ 
verse variety of affection. Their proper function, moreover, was to preserve 
the forms and symbols of civilization—they were, after all, bearers of white 
civilization in a literal sense—and to serve as priestesses in the temples, 
performing, in Wilson’s perceptive phrase, a “ceremony of devotion." 

The relationship between miscegenation and society was intricately recip¬ 
rocal. While miscegenation altered the tone of society, the social instit ution of 
slavery helped reshape the definition of miscegenation from fusion of that 
which was different to fusion of higher and lower; hence slavery was of 
course responsible for much of the normative judgment implied in the con¬ 
cept of miscegenation. Yet both slavery and miscegenation rested, in the final 
analysis, upon a perception of difference between the races, a perception 
founded on physiognomic fact. When Jefferson, for example, set out to prove 
that emancipated Negroes must be removed from white society he predicated 
“the real distinctions nature has made,” moved immediately into a discussion 
of appearance, and only then went on to less tangible differences in temper- 
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ament and intellect. Underlying his discussion of the Negro, and everyone 
else’s, was an axiomatic separation of Negroes from white men based on 
appearance. 
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SLAVERY AND PERSONALITY 

Stanley M. Elkins 


One of the most controversial passages in American historiography, Stanley El¬ 
kins’s chapter on the slave personality has made the “Sambo thesis” a familiar point of 
departure in debates—whether classroom or street—over the residual impact of slav¬ 
ery on black Americans. Elkins’s Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and 
Intellectual Life (1959), relying exclusively on secondary sources, argued for a rein¬ 
terpretation of American slavery keying on institutions or their absence. A peculiarly 
closed system, American slavery compared unfavorably with regimes in Latin 
America, Elkins wrote, because there Catholic Church teachings and protections 
originating in Roman law allowed the slave to retain a measure of his manhood; the 
lack of these structures—indeed the dearth of mediating national organizations in 
Jacksonian America—not only gave the money-minded slaveholder free rein but pro¬ 
vided no means of discourse between Northern and Southern moderates on the 
subject of slavery. 

As comparative and black history, Elkins’s study generated considerable opposi¬ 
tion. One historian went so far as to collect the many rebuttals to Slavery and make a 
book of them. Slavery may have duplicated the misery and fear of the concentration 
camp—actually Elkins said that features of the concentration camp resembled 
slavery—but, said critics, perhaps such other institutions as armies, prisons, and 
asylums do so more closely. In addition historians of slavery since 1959 have found 
abundant evidence that blacks were far more resilient and resourceful in the slave 
community than Elkins’s “Sambo” interpretation would permit and that the black 
family was much stronger than his thesis suggested it was or could have been. The 
figures after whom young slaves could have modeled their behavior apparently were 
more numerous (and therefore various) than were those in control of the concentration 
camp inmates; among authority figures in the slave experience were blacks who held 
responsibility and exercised leadership. Recent works—John Blassingame’s Slave 
Community (1970) and Eugene Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll (1974)—offer strong evi- 


Reprinted with permission from Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life 
by Stanley Elkins, with permission of The University of Chicago Press. Copyright © 1959 by 
The University of Chicago Press. 
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dence that to understand the slave’s psychology one must study the give and take 
strategies inherent in the master-slave relationship. In many respects, Elkins’s Slavery 
is “classically wrong”—that is, valuable in teaching primarily for its flaws. 

Still, as psychological analysis—remember that it pioneered in this approach—the 
book raises at least three interesting questions. The first involves the value of role 
theory. It is unclear whether Elkins meant to say that blacks adopted the role of 
Sambo as so much protective coloring or that they were helplessly confined to it. Did 
they, in other words, deliberately choose the role and polish it or did they play it 
despite themselves? By now most historians probably would agree that slaves were 
quite deliberate in this role, that they wrote their own script when they “put on ol’ 
massa. But if the nub of the issue is whether blacks were cognizant of a ploy or were 
victims in a psychological straitjacket, role theory finally fails to offer an answer 
because it deals with behavior rather than intentions. Secondly, Elkins’s chapter asks 
whether it makes sense to speak of group personality or “character type” at all. To 
what degree, for example, is there an American character or a middle-class personal¬ 
ity? Though many such attempts at generalization are of doubtful importance— 
telling how people are alike at an almost useless level of abstraction—several pieces in 
this collection defend a less exposed position. Members of carefully defined groups, 
they suggest, often do share personality characteristcs that their common experience 
draws out or emphasizes. Third, one wonders how Elkins’s chapter would have 
fared had he chosen cognitive psychology over role theory. Slave conditions, the 
courage and resourcefulness of black parents notwithstanding, hardly lent themselves 
to the development of the cognitive skills necessary even in nineteenth-century soci- 
ety. How easily such deficiencies can be overcome and where such development takes 
place at home or school—remain open questions, as does the ability of the state to 
help citizens of any race or creed to acquire those skills. 


An EXAMINATION of American slavery, checked at certain critical points 
against a very different slave system, that of Latin America, reveals that a 
major key to many of the contrasts between them was an institutional key: 
The presence or absence of other powerful institutions in society made an 
immense difference in the character of slavery itself. In Latin America, the 
very tension and balance among three kinds of organizational concerns— 
church, crown, and plantation agriculture—prevented slavery from being 
carried by the planting class to its ultimate logic. For the slave, in terms of the 
space thus allowed for the development of men and women as moral beings, 
the result was an “open system”: a system of contacts with free society 
through which ultimate absorption into that society could and did occur with 
great frequency. The rights of personality implicit in the ancient traditions of 
slavery and in the church’s most venerable assumptions on the nature of the 
human soul were thus in a vital sense conserved, whereas to a staggering 
extent the very opposite was true in North American slavery. The latter 
system had developed virtually unchecked by institutions having anything 
like the power of their Latin counterparts; the legal structure which sup- 
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ported it, shaped only by the demands of a staple-raising capitalism, had 
defined with such nicety the slave’s character as chattel that his character as a 
moral individual was left in the vaguest of legal obscurity. In this sense 
American slavery operated as a “closed” system—one in which, for the gen¬ 
erality of slaves in their nature as men and women, sub specie aetemitatis, 
contacts with free society could occur only on the most narrowly cir¬ 
cumscribed of terms. The next question is whether living within such a 
“closed system” might not have produced noticeable effects upon the slave’s 
very personality. 


Personality Types and Stereotypes 

The name “Sambo” has come to be synonymous with “race stereotype.” 
Here is an automatic danger signal, warning that the analytical difficulties of 
asking questions about slave personality may not be nearly so great as the 
moral difficulties. The one inhibits the other; the morality of the matter has 
had a clogging effect on its theoretical development that may not be to the 
best interests of either. And yet theory on group personality is still in a stage 
rudimentary enough that this particular body of material—potentially 
illuminating—ought not to remain morally impounded any longer. 

Is it possible to deal with “Sambo” as a type? The characteristics that have 
been claimed for the type come principally from Southern lore. Sambo, the 
typical plantation slave, was docile but irresponsible, loyal but lazy, humble 
but chronically given to lying and stealing; his behavior was full of infantile 
silliness and his talk inflated with childish exaggeration. His relationship 
with his master was one of utter dependence and childlike attachment: it was 
indeed this childlike quality that was the very key to his being. Although the 
merest hint of Sambo’s “manhood” might fill the Southern breast with scorn, 
the child, “in his place,” could be both exasperating and lovable. 

One searches in vain through the literature of the Latin-American slave 
systems for the “Sambo” of our tradition—the perpetual child incapable of 
maturity. How is this to be explained? If Sambo is not a product of race (that 
“explanation” can be consigned to oblivion) and not simply a product of 
“slavery” in the abstract (other societies have had slavery), then he must be 
related to our own peculiar variety of it. And if Sambo is uniquely an 
American product, then his existence, and the reasons for his character, must 
be recognized in order to appreciate the very scope of our slave problem and 
its aftermath. The absoluteness with which such a personality (“real” or 
“unreal”) had been stamped upon the plantation slave does much to make 
plausible the ante-bellum Southerner’s difficulty in imagining that blacks 
anywhere could be anything but a degraded race—and it goes far to explain 
his failure to see any sense at all in abolitionism. It even casts light on the 
peculiar quality of abolitionism itself; it was so all-enveloping a problem in 
human personality that our abolitionists could literally not afford to recog- 
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nize it. Virtually without exception, they met this dilemma either by side¬ 
tracking it altogether (they explicitly refused to advance plans for solvi n g it, 
arguing that this would rob their message of its moral force) or by countering 
it with theories of infinite human perfectibility. The question of personality, 
therefore, becomes a crucial phase of the entire problem of slavery j n t j lc 

United States, having conceivably something to do with the difference_ 

already alluded to—between an “open” and a ‘"closed” system of slavery. 

If it were taken for granted that a special type existed in significant num¬ 
bers on American plantations, closer connections might be made with a 
growing literature on personality and character types, the investigation of 
which has become a widespread, respectable, anti productive enterprise 
among our psychologists and social scientists. 1 Realizing that, it might then 
seem not quite so dangerous to add that the type corresponded in its major 
outlines to “Sambo.” 

Let the above, then, Ik* a preface to the argument of the present essay. It 
will be assumed that there were elements in the very structure of the planta¬ 
tion system—its “closed” character—that could sustain infantilism as a nor¬ 
mal feature of behavior. These elements, having less to do with “cruelty” per 
se than simply with the sanctions of authority, were effective and pervasive 
enough to require that such infantilism be characterized as something much 
more basic than mere “accommodation.” It will lie assumed that the sanctions 
of the system were in themselves sufficient to produce a recognizable person¬ 
ality type. 2 

It should he understood that to identify a social type in this sense is still to 
generalize on a fairly crude level -and to insist for a limited purjx>se on the 

legitimacy of such generalizing is by no means to deny that, on more defined 
levels, a great profusion of individual types might have Item observed in slave 
society. Nor need it be claimed that the “Samlm” type, even in the relatively 
crude sense employed here, was a universal type. It was, however, a planta¬ 
tion type, and a plantation existence embraced well over half the slave popu¬ 
lation. 3 Two kinds of material will be used in the effort to picture the 
mechanisms whereby this adjustment to absolute power-an adjustment 
whose end product included infantile features of behavior may have been 
effected. One is drawn from the theoretical knowledge presently available in 
social psychology, anti the other, in the form of an analogy* is derived from 
some of the data that have come out of the C ierman concent nit ion camps. 11 is 
recognized in most theory that social behavior is regulated in some general 
way by adjustment to symbols of authority —however diversely "authority” 
may be defined either in theory or in culture itself - ami that such adjustment 
is closely related to the very formation of personality, A corollary would be, 
of course, that the more diverse those symbols of authority may be, the 
greater is the permissible variety of adjustment to them and the w klerthe mar¬ 
gin of individuality, consequently, in the development of the self The tines- 
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tion here has to do with the wideness or narrowness of that margin on the ante¬ 
bellum plantation. 

The other body of material, involving an experience undergone by several 
million men and women in the concentration camps of our own time, con¬ 
tains certain items of relevance to the problem here being considered. The 
experience was analogous to that of slavery and was one in which wide-scale 
instances of infantilization were observed. The material is sufficiently de¬ 
tailed, and sufficiently documented by men who not only took part in the 
experience itself but who were versed in the use of psychological theory for 
analyzing it, that the advantages of drawing upon such data for purposes of 
analogy seem to outweigh the possible risks. 


Shock and Detachment 

We may suppose that every African who became a slave underwent an 
experience whose crude psychic impact must have been staggering and 
whose consequences superseded anything that had ever previously happened 
to him. Some effort should therefore be made to picture the series of shocks 
which must have accompanied the principal events of that enslavement. 

The majority of slaves appear to have been taken in native wars, which 
meant that no one—neither persons of high rank nor warriors of prowess— 
was guaranteed against capture and enslavement. 4 Great numbers were 
caught in surprise attacks upon their villages, and since the tribes acting as 
middlemen for the trade had come to depend on regular supplies of captives 
in order to maintain that function, the distinction between wars and raiding 
expeditions tended to be very dim. The first shock, in an experience destined 
to endure many months and to leave its survivors irrevocably changed, was 
thus the shock of capture. It is an effort to remember that while enslavement 
occurred in Africa every day, to the individual it occurred just once. 

The second shock—the long march to the sea—drew out the nightmare for 
many weeks. Under the glaring sun, through the steaming jungle, they were 
driven along like beasts tied together by their necks; day after day, eight or 
more hours at a time, they would stagger barefoot over thorny underbrush, 
dried reeds, and stones. Hardship, thirst, brutalities, and near starvation 
penetrated the experience of each exhausted man and woman who reached 
the coast. One traveler tells of seeing hundreds of bleaching skeletons strewn 
along one of the slave caravan routes. But then the man who must interest us 
is.the man who survived—he who underwent the entire experience, of which 
this was only the beginning. 

The next shock, aside from the fresh physical torments which accom¬ 
panied it, was the sale to the European slavers. After being crowded into 
pens near the trading stations and kept there overnight, sometimes for days, 
the slaves were brought out for examination. Those rejected would be aban- 
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doned to starvation; the remaining ones—those who had been bought were 
branded, given numbers inscribed on leaden tags, and herded on shipboard. 

The episode that followed—almost too protracted and stupefying to be 
called a mere “shock”—was the dread Middle Passage, brutalizing to any 
man, black or white, ever to be involved with it. The holds, packed with 
squirming and suffocating humanity, became stinking infernos of filth and 
pestilence. Stories of disease, death, and cruelty on the terrible two-month 
voyage abound in the testimony which did much toward ending the British 
slave trade forever. 

The final shock in the process of enslavement came with the Negro’s 
introduction to the West Indies. Bryan Edwards, describing the arrival of a 
slave ship, writes of how in times of labor scarcity crowds of people would 
come scrambling aboard, manhandling the slaves and throwing them into 
panic. The Jamaica legislature eventually “corrected the enormity" by enact¬ 
ing that the sales be held on shore. Edwards felt a certain mortification at 
seeing the Negroes exposed naked in public, similar to that felt by the trader 
Degrandpre at seeing them examined back at the African factories. Yet here 
they did not seem to care. “They display ... very few signs of lamentation 
for their past or of apprehension for their future condition; but... commonly 
express great eagerness to be sold .” 5 The “seasoning” process which followed 
completed the series of steps whereby the African Negro became a slave. 

The mortality had been very high. One-third of the numbers first taken, 
out of a total of perhaps fifteen million, had died on the march and at the 
trading stations; another third died during the Middle Passage and the sea¬ 
soning. Since a majority of the African-born slaves who came to the North 
American plantations did not come directly but were imported through the 
British West Indies, one may assume that the typical slave underwent an 
experience something like that just outlined. This was the man—one in 
three—who had come through it all and lived and was about to enter our 
“closed system.” What would he be like if he survived and adjusted to that? 

Actually, a great deal had happened to him already. Much of his past had 
been annihilated; nearly every prior connection had been severed. Not that 
he had really “forgotten” all these things—his family and kinship arrange¬ 
ments, his language, the tribal religion, the taboos, the name he had once 
borne, and so on—but none of it any longer carried much meaning. The old 
values, the sanctions, the standards, already unreal, could no longer furnish 
him guides for conduct, for adjusting to the expectations of a complete new 
life. Where then was he to look for new standards, new cues—who would 
furnish them now? He could now kx>k to none but his master, the one man to 
whom the system had committed his entire being: the man upon whose will 
depended his food, his shelter, his sexual connections, whatever moral in¬ 
struction he might be offered, whatever “success” was possible within the 
system, his very security—in short, everything. 
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The thoroughness with which African Negroes coming to America were 
detached from prior cultural sanctions should thus be partly explainable by 
the very shock sequence inherent in the technique of procurement. But it 
took something more than this to produce “Sambo,” and it is possible to 
overrate—or at least to overgeneralize—this shock sequence in the effort to 
explain what followed. A comparable experience was also undergone by 
slaves coming into Latin America, where very little that resembled our 
“Sambo” tradition would ever develop. We should also remember that, in 
either case, it was only the first generation that actually experienced these 
shocks. It could even be argued that the shock sequence is not an absolute 
necessity for explaining “Sambo” at all. 

So whereas the Middle Passage and all that went with it must have been 
psychologically numbing, and should probably be regarded as a long thrust, 
at least, toward the end product, it has little meaning considered apart from 
what came later. It may be assumed that the process of detachment was 
completed—and, as it were, guaranteed—by the kind of “closed” authority- 
system into which the slave was introduced and to which he would have to 
adjust. At any rate, a test of this detachment and its thoroughness is virtually 
ready-made. Everyone who has looked into the problem of African cultural 
features surviving among New World Negroes agrees that the contrast be¬ 
tween North America and Latin America is immense. In Brazil, survivals 
from African religion are not only to be encountered everywhere, but such 
carry-overs are so distinct that they may even be identified with particular 
tribal groups. “The Negro religions and cults,” Arthur Ramos adds, “were 
not the only form of cultural expression which survived in Brazil. The 
number of folklore survivals is extremely large, the prolongation of social 
institutions, habits, practices and events from Africa.” Fernando Ortiz, writ¬ 
ing of Cuba in 1905, saw the African witchcraft cults flourishing on the 
island as a formidable social problem. On the other hand the anthropologist 
Melville Herskovits, despite much dedicated field work, has been put to great 
effort to prove that in North American Negro society any African cultural 
vestiges have survived at all. 


Adjustment to Absolute Power in the Concentration Camp 


A certain amount of the mellowness in Ulrich Phillips’ picture of ante¬ 
bellum plantation life [in his classic American Negro Slavery (1918)] has of 
necessity been discredited by recent efforts not only to refocus attention 
upon the brutalities of the slave system but also to dispose once and for all of 
Phillips’ assumptions about the slave as a racially inferior being. And yet it is 
important—particularly in view of the analogy about to be presented—to 
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keep in mind that for all the system’s cruelties there were still clear standards 
of patriarchal benevolence inherent in its human side, and that such stan¬ 
dards were recognized as those of the best Southern families. This aspect, 
despite the most drastic changes of emphasis, should continue to guarantee 
for Phillips’ view more than just a modicum of legitimacy; the patriarchal 
quality, whatever measure of benevolence or lack of it one wants to impute to 
the regime, still holds a major key to its nature as a social system. 

Introducing, therefore, certain elements of the German concentration- 
camp experience involves the risky business of trying to balance two 
necessities—emphasizing both the vast dissimilarities of the two regimes and 
the essentially limited purpose for which they are being brought together, 
and at the same time justifying the use of the analogy in the first place. The 
point is perhaps best made by insisting on an order of classification. The 
American plantation was not even in the metaphorical sense a “concentration 
camp”; nor was it even “like” a concentration camp, to the extent that any 
standards comparable to those governing the camps might be imputed to any 
sector of American society, at any time; but it should at least be permissible 
to turn the thing around—to speak of the concentration camp as a special and 
highly perverted instance of human slavery. Doing so, moreover, should 
actually be of some assistance in the strategy, now universally sanctioned, of 
demonstrating how little the products and consequences of slavery ever had 
to do with race. The only mass experience that Western people have had 
within recorded history comparable in any way with Negro slavery was 
undergone in the nether world of Nazism. The concentration camp was not 
only a perverted slave system; it was also—what is less obvious but even 
more to the point—a perverted patriarchy. 


The system of the concentration camps was expressly devised in the 1930’s 
by high officials of the German government to function as an instrument of 
terror. The first groups detained in the camps consisted of prominent 
enemies of the Nazi regime; later, when these had mostly been eliminated, it 
was still felt necessary that the system be institutionalized and made into a 
standing weapon of intimidation—which required a continuing flow of in¬ 
coming prisoners. The categories of eligible persons were greatly widened to 
include all real, fancied, or “potential” opposition to the state. They were 
often selected on capricious and random grounds, and together they formed a 
cross-section of society which was virtually complete: criminals, workers, 
businessmen, professional people, middle-class Jews, even members of the 
aristocracy. The teeming camps thus held all kinds—not only the scum of the 
underworld but also countless men and women of culture and refinement. 
During the war a specialized objective was added, that of exterminating the 
Jewish populations of subject countries, which required special mass- 
production methods of which the gas chambers and crematories of 
Auschwitz-Birkenau were outstanding examples. Yet the basic technique 
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was everywhere and at all times the same: the deliberate infliction of various 
forms of torture upon the incoming prisoners in such a way as to break their 
resistance and make way for their degradation as individuals. These 
brutalities were not merely “permitted” or “encouraged”; they were pre¬ 
scribed. Duty in the camps was a mandatory phase in the training of SS 
guards, and it was here that particular efforts were made to overcome their 
scruples and to develop in them a capacity for relishing spectacles of pain and 
anguish. 

The concentration camps and everything that took place in them were 
veiled in the utmost isolation and secrecy. Of course complete secrecy was 
impossible, and a continuing stream of rumors circulated among the popula¬ 
tion. At the same time so repellent was the nature of these stories that in their 
enormity they transcended the experience of nearly everyone who heard 
them; in self-protection it was somehow necessary to persuade oneself that 
they could not really be true. The results, therefore, contained elements of 
the diabolical. The undenied existence of the camps cast a shadow of name¬ 
less dread over the entire population; on the other hand the individual who 
actually became a prisoner in one of them was in most cases devastated with 
fright and utterly demoralized to discover that what was happening to him 
was not less, but rather far more terrible than anything he had imagined. The 
shock sequence of “procurement,” therefore, together with the initial phases 
of the prisoner’s introduction to camp life, is not without significance in 
assessing some of the psychic effects upon those who survived as long-term 
inmates. 

The arrest was typically made at night, preferably late; this was standing 
Gestapo policy, designed to heighten the element of shock, terror, and unre¬ 
ality surrounding the arrest. After a day or so in the police jail came the next 
major shock, that of being transported to the camp itself. “This transporta¬ 
tion into the camp, and the ‘initiation’ into it,” writes Bruno Bettelheim (an 
ex-inmate of Dachau and Buchenwald), “is often the first torture which the 
prisoner has ever experienced and is, as a rule, physically and psychologically 
the worst torture to which he will ever be exposed.” 6 It involved a planned 
series of brutalities inflicted by guards making repeated rounds through the 
train over a twelve- to thirty-six-hour period during which the prisoner was 
prevented from resting. If transported in cattle cars instead of passenger cars, 
the prisoners were sealed in, under conditions not dissimilar to those of the 
Middle Passage. 7 Upon their arrival—if the camp was one in which mass 
exterminations were carried out—there might be sham ceremonies designed 
to reassure temporarily the exhausted prisoners, which meant that the fresh 
terrors in the offing would then strike them with redoubled impact. An SS 
officer might deliver an address, or a band might be playing popular tunes, 
and it would be in such a setting that the initial “selection” was made. The 
newcomers would file past an SS doctor who indicated, with a motion of the 
forefinger, whether they were to go to the left or to the right. To one side 
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went those considered capable of heavy labor; to the other would go wide 
categories of “undesirables”; those in the latter group were being condemned 
to the gas chambers. 8 Those who remained would undergo the formalities of 
“registration,” full of indignities, which culminated in the marking of each 
prisoner with a number. 

There were certain physical and psychological strains of camp life, espe¬ 
cially debilitating in the early stages, which should be classed with the intro¬ 
ductory shock sequence. There was a state of chronic hunger whose pres- 
sures were unusually effective in detaching prior scruples of all kinds; even 
the sexual instincts no longer functioned in the face of the drive for food. The 
man who at his pleasure could bestow or withhold food thus wielded, for that 
reason alone, abnormal power. Another strain at first was the demand for 
absolute obedience, the slightest deviation from which brought savage punish- 
ments. The prisoner had to ask permission—by no means granted as a 
matter of course—even to defecate. The power of the SS guard, as the 
prisoner was hourly reminded, was that of life and death over his body. A 
more exquisite form of pressure lay in the fact that the prisoner had never a 
moment of solitude: he no longer had a private existence; it was no longer 
possible, in any imaginable sense, for him to be an “individual.” 

Another factor having deep disintegrative effects upon the prisoner was the 
prospect of a limitless future in the camp. In the immediate sense this meant 
that he could no longer make plans for the future. But there would eventually 
be a subtler meaning: it made the break with the outside world a real break; in 
time the “real” life would become the life of the camp, the outside world an 
abstraction. Had it been a limited detention, whose end could be calculated, 
one’s outside relationships—one’s roles, one’s very “personality”—might 
temporarily have been laid aside, to be reclaimed more or less intact at the 
end of the term. Here, however, the prisoner was faced with the apparent 
impossibility of his old roles or even his old personality ever having any 
future at all; it became more and more difficult to imagine himself resuming 
them. It was this that underlay the “egalitarianism” of the camps; old statuses 
had lost their meaning. A final strain, which must have been particularly 
acute for the newcomer, was the omnipresent threat of death and the very 
unpredictable suddenness with which death might strike. Quite aside from 
the periodic gas-chamber selections, the guards in their sports and caprices 
were at liberty to kill any prisoner any time. 9 

In the face of all this, one might suppose that the very notion of an 
‘adjustment” would be grotesque. The majority of those who entered the 
camps never came out again, but our concern here has to be with those who 
survived —an estimated 700,000 out of nearly eight million. For them, the 
regime must be considered not as a system of death but as a way of life. 
These survivors did make an adjustment of some sort to the system; it is they 
themselves who report it. After the initial shocks, what was the nature of the 
“normality” that emerged? 
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A dramatic species of psychic displacement seems to have occurred at the 
very outset. This experience, described as a kind of “splitting of personality,” 
has been noted by most of the inmates who later wrote of their imprison¬ 
ment. The very extremity of the initial tortures produced in the prisoner 
what actually amounted to a sense of detachment; these brutalities went so 
beyond his own experience that they became somehow incredible—they 
seemed to be happening no longer to him but almost to someone else. “[The 
author] has no doubt,” writes Bruno Bettelheim, “that he was able to endure 
the transportation, and all that followed, because right from the beginning he 
became convinced that these horrible and degrading experiences somehow 
did not happen to ‘him’ as a subject, but only to ‘him’ as an object.” 10 This 
subject-object “split” appears to have served a double function: not only was 
it an immediate psychic defense mechanism against shock, but it also acted as 
the first thrust toward a new adjustment. This splitting-off of a special 
“self’—a self which endured the tortures but which was not the “real” self— 
also provided the first glimpse of a new personality which, being not “real,” 
would not need to feel bound by the values which guided the individual in his 
former life. “The prisoners’ feelings,” according to Mr. Bettelheim, “could be 
summed up by the following sentence: ‘What I am doing here, or what is 
happening to me, does not count at all; here everything is permissible as long 
and insofar as it contributes to helping me survive in the camp.’” 11 

One part of the prisoner’s being was thus, under sharp stress, brought to 
the crude realization that he must thenceforth be governed by an entire new 
set of standards in order to live. Mrs. Lingens-Reiner puts it bluntly: “Will 
you survive, or shall I? As soon as one sensed that this was at stake everyone 
turned egotist.” 12 “I think it of primary importance,” writes Dr. Cohen, 
“to take into account that the superego acquired new values in a concentra¬ 
tion camp, so much at variance with those which the prisoner bore with him 
into camp that the latter faded.” 13 But then this acquisition of “new values” 
did not all take place immediately; it was not until some time after the most 
acute period of stress was over that the new, “unreal” self would become at 
last the “real” one. 

“If you survive the first three months you will survive the next three 
years.” Such was the formula transmitted from the old prisoners to the new 
ones, 14 and its meaning lay in the fact that the first three months would 
generally determine a prisoner’s capacity for survival and adaptation. “Be 
inconspicuous”: this was the golden rule. The prisoner who called attention 
to himself, even in such trivial matters as the wearing of glasses, risked doom. 
Any show of bravado, any heroics, any kind of resistance condemned a man 
instantly. There were no rewards for martyrdom: not only did the martyr 
himself suffer, but mass punishments were wreaked upon his fellow inmates. 
To “be inconspicuous” required a special kind of alertness—almost an animal 
instinct—against the apathy which tended to follow the initial shocks. To 
give up the struggle for survival was to commit “passive suicide”; a careless 
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mistake meant death. There were those, however, who did come through 
this phase and who managed an adjustment to the life of the camp. It was the 
striking contrasts between this group of two-and three-year veterans and the 
perpetual stream of newcomers which made it possible for men like Bet- 
telheim and Cohen to speak of the “old prisoner” as a specific type. 

The most immediate aspect of the old inmates’ behavior which struck these 
observers was its childlike quality. “The prisoners developed types of be¬ 
havior which are characteristic of infancy or early youth. Some of these 
behaviors developed slowly, others were immediately imposed on the pris¬ 
oners and developed only in intensity as time went on.” 15 Such infantile 
behavior took innumerable forms. The inmates’ sexual impotence brought 
about a disappearance of sexuality in their talk; 16 instead, excretory functions 
occupied them endlessly. They lost many of the customary inhibitions as to 
soiling their beds and their persons. Their humor was shot with silliness and 
they giggled like children when one of them would expel wind. Their rela¬ 
tionships were highly unstable. “Prisoners would, like early adolescents, 
fight one another tooth and nail... only to become close friends within a few 
minutes.” 17 Dishonesty became chronic. “Now they suddenly appeared to 
be pathological liars, to be unable to restrain themselves, to be unable to 
make objective evaluation, etc.” 18 “In hundreds of ways,” writes CoIa ? o 
Belmonte, “the soldier, and to an even greater extent the prisoner of war is 
given to understand that he is a child.... Then dishonesty, mendacity, 
egotistic actions in order to obtain more food or to get out of scrapes reach full 
development, and theft becomes a veritable affliction of camp life.” 19 This 
was all true, according to Elie Cohen, in the concentration camp as well. 20 
Benedikt Kautsky observed such things in his own behavior: “I myself can 
declare that often I saw myself as I used to be in my school days, when by sly 
dodges and clever pretexts we avoided being found out, or could ‘organize’ 
something.” 21 Bruno Bettelheim remarks on the extravagance of the stories 
told by the prisoners to one another. “They were boastful, telling tales about 
what they had accomplished in their former lives, or how they succeeded in 
cheating foremen or guards, and how they sabotaged the work. Like children 

they felt not at all set back or ashamed when it became known that they had 
lied about their prowess.” 22 J 

This development of childlike behavior in the old inmates was the coun- 
terpart of something even more striking that was happening to them: "Only 
very few of the prisoners escaped a more or less intensive identification with the SS ” 23 
As Mr. Bettelheim puts it: “A prisoner had reached the final stage of adjust¬ 
ment to the camp situation when he had changed his personality so as to 
accept as his own the values of the Gestapo.” 24 The Bettelheim study fur- 
mshes a catalogue of examples. The old prisoners came to share the attitude 
of the SS toward the “unfit” prisoners; newcomers who behaved badly in the 
labor groups or who could not withstand the strain became a liability for the 
others, who were often instrumental in getting rid of them. Many old pris- 
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oners actually imitated the SS; they would sew and mend their uniforms in 
such a way as to make them look more like those of the SS—even though they 
risked punishment for it. “When asked why they did it, they admitted that 
they loved to look like... the guards.” Some took great enjoyment in the fact 
that during roll call “they really had stood well at attention.” There were 
cases of nonsensical rules, made by the guards, which the older prisoners 
would continue to observe and try to force on the others long after the SS had 
forgotten them. 25 Even the most abstract ideals of the SS, such as their 
intense German nationalism and anti-Semitism, were often absorbed by the 
old inmates—a phenomenon observed among the politically well-educated 
and even among the Jews themselves. The final quintessence of all this was 
seen in the “Kapo”—the prisoner who had been placed in a supervisory 
position over his fellow inmates. These creatures, many of them professional 
criminals, not only behaved with slavish servility to the SS, but the way in 
which they often outdid the SS in sheer brutality became one of the most 
durable features of the concentration-camp legend. 

To all these men, reduced to complete and childish dependence upon their 
masters, the SS had actually become a father-symbol. “The SS man was 
all-powerful in the camp, he was the lord and master of the prisoner’s life. As 
a cruel father he could, without fear of punishment, even kill the prisoner and 
as a gentle father he could scatter largesse and afford the prisoner his protec¬ 
tion.” 26 The result, admits Dr. Cohen, was that “for all of us the SS was a 
father image... .” 27 The closed system, in short, had become a kind of 
grotesque patriarchy. 

The literature provides us with three remarkable tests of the profundity of 
the experience that these prisoners had undergone and the thoroughness of 
the changes that had been brought about in them. One is the fact that few 
cases of real resistance were ever recorded, even among prisoners going to 
their death. Even upon liberation, when revenge against their tormentors at 
last became possible, mass uprisings very rarely occurred. A second test of 
the system’s effectiveness was the relative scarcity of suicides in the camps. 
The third one lies in the very absence of hatred toward the SS among the 
prisoners. This is probably the hardest of all to understand. Yet the burning 
spirit of rebellion that many of their liberators expected to find would have 
had to be supported by fierce and smoldering emotions; such emotions were 
not there. “It is remarkable,” one observer notes, “how little hatred of their 
wardens is revealed in their stories.” 28 


Three Theories of Personality 

The immense revelation for psychology in the concentration-camp litera¬ 
ture has been the discovery of how elements of dramatic personality change 
could be brought about in masses of individuals. And yet it is not proper that 
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the crude fact of “change” alone should dominate the conceptual image with 
which one emerges from this problem. “Change” per se, change that does not 
go beyond itself, is productive of nothing; it leaves only destruction, shock, 
and howling bedlam behind it unless some future basis of stability and order 
lies waiting to guarantee it and give it reality. So it is with the human psyche, 
which is apparently capable of making terms with a state other than liberty as 
we know it. The very dramatic features of the process just described may 
upset the nicety of this point. There is the related danger, moreover, of 
unduly stressing the individual psychology of the problem at the expense of 
its social psychology. 

These hazards might be minimized by maintaining a conceptual distinc¬ 
tion between two phases of the group experience. The process of detachment 
from prior standards of behavior and value is one of them, and is doubtless 
the more striking, but there must be another one. That such detachment can, 
by extension, involve the whole scope of an individual’s culture is an implica- 
tion for which the vocabulary of individual psychology was caught somewhat 
unawares. Fluctuations in the state of the individual psyche could formerly 
be dealt with, or so it seemed, while taking for granted the more or less static 
nature of social organization, and with a minimum of reference to its features. 
That such organization might itself become an important variable was there- 
fore a possibility not highly developed in theory, focused as theory was upon 
individual case histories to the invariable minimization of social and cultural 
setting. The other phase of the experience should be considered as the “stabil¬ 
ity” side of the problem, that phase which stabilized what the “shock” phase 
only opened the way for. This was essentially a process of adjustment to a 
standard of social normality, though in this case a drastic readjustment and 
compressed within a very short time—a process which under typical condi¬ 
tions of individual and group existence is supposed to begin at birth and last a 
lifetime and be transmitted in many and diffuse ways from generation to 
generation. The adjustment is assumed to be slow and organic, and it nor¬ 
mally is. Its numerous aspects extend much beyond psychology; those as¬ 
pects have in the past been treated at great leisure within the rich provinces 
not only of psychology but of history, sociology, and literature as well. What 
rearrangement and compression of those provinces may be needed to ac¬ 
commodate a mass experience that not only involved profound individual 
shock but also required rapid assimilation to a drastically different form of 
social organization, can hardly be known. But perhaps the most conservative 
beginning may be made with existing psychological theory. 

The theoretical system whose terminology was orthodox for most of the 
Europeans who have written about the camps was that of Freud. It was 
necessary for them to do a certain amount of improvising, since the scheme’s 
existing framework provided only the narrowest leeway for dealing with such 
radical concepts as out-and-out change in personality. This was due to two 
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kinds of limitations which the Freudian vocabulary places upon the notion of 
the “self.” One is that the superego—that part of the self involved in social 
relationships, social values, expectations of others, and so on—is conceived as 
only a small and highly refined part of the “total” self. The other is the 
assumption that the content and character of the superego is laid down in 
childhood and undergoes relatively little basic alteration thereafter. 29 Yet a 
Freudian diagnosis of the concentration-camp inmate—whose social self, or 
superego, did appear to change and who seemed basically changed 
thereby—is, given these limitations, still possible. Elie Cohen, whose 
analysis is the most thorough of these, specifically states that “the superego 
acquired new values in a concentration camp.” 30 The old values, according to 
Dr. Cohen, were first silenced by the shocks which produced “acute deper¬ 
sonalization” (the subject-object split: “It is not the real ‘me’ who is undergo¬ 
ing this”), and by the powerful drives of hunger and survival. Old values, 
thus set aside, could be replaced by new ones. It was a process made possible 
by “infantile regression”—regression to a previous condition of childlike de¬ 
pendency in which parental prohibitions once more became all-powerful and 
in which parental judgments might once more be internalized. In this way a 
new “father-image,” personified in the SS guard, came into being. That the 
prisoner’s identification with the SS could be so positive is explained by still 
another mechanism: the principle of “identification with the aggressor.” “A 
child,” as Anna Freud writes, “interjects some characteristic of an anxiety- 
object and so assimilates an anxiety-experience which he has just under¬ 
gone. ... By impersonating the aggressor, assuming his attributes or imitat¬ 
ing his aggression, the child transforms himself from the person threatened 
into the person who makes the threat.” 31 In short, the child’s only “defense” 
in the presence of a cruel, all-powerful father is the psychic defense of iden¬ 
tification. 

Now one could, still retaining the Freudian language, represent all this in 
somewhat less cumbersome terms by a slight modification of the metaphor. 
It could simply be said that under great stress the superego, like a bucket, is 
violently emptied of content and acquires, in a radically changed setting, new 
content. It would thus not be necessary to postulate a literal “regression” to 
childhood in order for this to occur. Something of the sort is suggested by 
Leo Alexander. “The psychiatrist stands in amazement,” he writes, “before 
the thoroughness and completeness with which this perversion of essential 
superego values was accomplished in adults... [and] it may be that the 
decisive importance of childhood and youth in the formation of [these] values 
may have been overrated by psychiatrists in a society in which allegiance to 
these values in normal adult life was taken too much for granted because of 
the stability, religiousness, legality, and security of the 19th Century and 
early 20th Century society.” 32 

A second theoretical scheme is better prepared for crisis and more closely 
geared to social environment than the Freudian adaptation indicated above, 
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and it may consequently be more suitable for accommodating not only the 
concentration-camp experience but also the more general problem of planta¬ 
tion slave personality. This is the “interpersonal theory” developed by the 
late Harry Stack Sullivan. One may view this body of work as the response 
to a peculiarly American set of needs. The system of Freud, so aptly de¬ 
signed for a European society the stability of whose institutional and status 
relationships could always to a large extent be taken for granted, turns out to 
be less clearly adapted to the culture of the United States. The American 
psychiatrist has had to deal with individuals in a culture where the diffuse, 
shifting, and often uncertain quality of such relationships has always been 
more pronounced than in Europe. He has come to appreciate the extent to 
which these relationships actually support the individual’s psychic 
balance the full extent, that is, to which the self is “social” in its nature. 
Thus a psychology whose terms are flexible enough to permit altering social 
relationships to make actual differences in character structure would be a 
psychology especially promising for dealing with the present problem. 33 

Sullivan s great contribution was to offer a concept whereby the really 
critical determinants of personality might be isolated for purposes of observa¬ 
tion. Out of the hopelessly immense totality of “influences” which in one 
way or another go to make up the personality, or “self,” Sullivan designated 
one—the estimations and expectations of others—as the one promising to 
unlock the most secrets. He then made a second elimination: the majority of 
others in one’s existence may for theoretical purposes be neglected; what 
counts is who the significant others are. Here, “significant others” 34 may be 
understood very crudely to mean those individuals who hold, or seem to 
hold, the keys to security in one’s own personal situation, whatever its na¬ 
ture. Now as to the psychic processes whereby these “significant others” 
an 3CtUal part of the Personality, it may be said that the very sense of 
self first emerges in connection with anxiety about the attitudes of the most 
important persons in one’s life (initially, the mother, father, and their 
surrogates—persons of more or less absolute authority), and automatic at¬ 
tempts are set in motion to adjust to these attitudes. In this way their ap¬ 
proval, their disapproval, their estimates and appraisals, and indeed a whole 
range of their expectations become as it were internalized, and are reflected in 
one s very character. Of course as one “grows up,” one acquires more and 
more significant others whose attitudes are diffuse and may indeed compete, 
and thus significance,” m Sullivan’s sense, becomes subtler and less easy to 
define. The personality exfoliates; it takes on traits of distinction and, as we 
say, individuality.” The impact of particular significant others is less dra¬ 
matic than m early life. But the pattern is a continuing one; new significant 
others do still appear, and theoretically it is conceivable that even in mature 
life the personality might be visibly affected by the arrival of such a one- 
supposing that this new significant other were vested with sufficient author- 
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ity and power. In any event there are possibilities for fluidity and actual 
change inherent in this concept which earlier schemes have lacked. 

The purest form of the process is to be observed in the development of 
children, not so much because of their “immaturity” as such (though their 
plasticity is great and the imprint of early experience goes deep), but rather 
because for them there are fewer significant others. For this reason—because 
the pattern is simpler and more easily controlled—much of Sullivan’s atten¬ 
tion was devoted to what happens in childhood. In any case let us say that 
unlike the adult, the child, being drastically limited in the selection of signifi¬ 
cant others, must operate in a “closed system.” 

Such are the elements which make for order and balance in the normal self: 
“significant others” plus “anxiety” in a special sense—conceived with not 
simply disruptive but also guiding, warning functions. 35 The structure of 
“interpersonal” theory thus has considerable room in it for conceptions of 
guided change—change for either beneficent or malevolent ends. One tech¬ 
nique for managing such change would of course be the orthodox one of 
psychoanalysis; another, the actual changing of significant others. 36 Patrick 
Mullahy, a leading exponent of Sullivan, believes that in group therapy much 
is possible along these lines. 37 A demonic test of the whole hypothesis is 
available in the concentration camp. 

Consider the camp prisoner—not the one who fell by the wayside but the 
one who was eventually to survive; consider the ways in which he was forced 
to adjust to the one significant other which he now had—the SS guard, who 
held absolute dominion over every aspect of his life. The very shock of his 
introduction was perfectly designed to dramatize this fact; he was brutally 
maltreated (“as by a cruel father”); the shadow of resistance would bring 
instant Death. Daily life in the camp, with its fear and tensions, taught over 
and over the lesson of absolute power. It prepared the personality for a 
drastic shift in standards. It crushed whatever anxieties might have been 
drawn from prior standards; such standards had become meaningless. It 
focused the prisoner’s attention constantly on the moods, attitudes, and stan¬ 
dards of the only man who mattered. A truly childlike situation was thus 
created: utter and abject dependency on one, or on a rigidly limited few, 
significant others. All the conditions which in normal life would give the 
individual leeway—which allowed him to defend himself against a new and 
hostile significant other, no matter how powerful—were absent in the camp. 
No competition of significant others was possible; the prisoner’s comrades for 
practical purposes were helpless to assist him. He had no degree of indepen¬ 
dence, no lines to the outside, in any matter. Everything, every vital concern, 
focused on the SS: food, warmth, security, freedom from pain, all depended 
on the omnipotent significant other, all had to be worked out within the 
closed system. Nowhere was there a shred of privacy; everything one did was 
subject to SS supervision. The pressure was never absent. It is thus no 
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wonder that the prisoners should become “as children.” It is no wonder that 
their obedience became unquestioning, that they did not revolt, that they 
could not “hate” their masters. Their masters’ attitudes had become inter¬ 
nalized as a part of their very selves; those attitudes and standards now 
dominated all others that they had. They had, indeed, been “changed.” 

I here still exists a third conceptual framework within which these 
phenomena may be considered. It is to be found in the growing field of “role 
psychology. This psychology is not at all incompatible with interpersonal 
theory; the two might easily be fitted into the same system. 38 But it might be 
strategically desirable, for several reasons, to segregate them for purposes of 
discussion One such reason is the extraordinary degree to which role psy¬ 
chology shifts the focus of attention upon the individual’s cultural and in¬ 
stitutional environment rather than upon his “self.” At the same time it gives 
us a manageable concept—that of “role”—for mediating between the two. As 
a mechanism, the role enables us to isolate the unique contribution of culture 
and institutions toward maintaining the psychic balance of the individual. In 
it, we see formalized for the individual a range of choices in models of 
behavior and expression, each with its particular style, quality, and attrib- 
U , The relatIonsh! P between the “role” and the “self,” though not yet 
C , ear ’ j S . mate; 111S at least possible at certain levels of inquiry to look upon 
the Ind ™dual as the variable and upon the roles extended him as the stable 
tactor. We thus have a potentially durable link between individual psychol¬ 
ogy and the study of culture. It might even be said, inasmuch as its key term 
is directly borrowed from the theater, that role psychology offers in workable 
form the long-awaited connection—apparently missed by Ernest Jones in his 
Hamlet study—between the insights of the classical dramatists and those of 
the contemporary social theorist. 38 But be that as it may, for our present 
problem, the concentration camp, it suggests the most flexible account of 
1 ow the ex-prisoners may have succeeded in resuming their places in normal 

Let us note certain of the leading terms. 40 A “social role” is definable in its 
simplest sense as the behavior expected of persons specifically located in 
specific social groups. 41 A distinction is kept between “expectations” and 
behavior ; the expectations of a role (embodied in the “script”) theoretically 
exist in advance and are defined by the organization, the institution, or by 
society at large. Behavior (the “performance”) refers to the manner in which 
t e role is played. Another distinction involves roles which are “pervasive” 
and those which are “limited.” A pervasive role is extensive in scope (“female 
citizen ) and not only influences but also sets bounds upon the other sorts of 
roles availabk to the individual (“mother,” “nurse,” but not “husband ” “sol¬ 
dier ); a limited role (“purchaser,” “patient”) is transitory and intermittent. A 
further concept ,s that of “role clarity.” Some roles are more specifically 
defined than others; their impact upon performance (and, indeed, upon the 
personality of the performer) depends on the clarity of their definition. Fi- 
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nally, it is asserted that those roles which carry with them the clearest and 
most automatic rewards and punishments are those which will be (as it were) 
most ‘‘artistically” played. 

What sorts of things might this explain? It might illuminate the process 
whereby the child develops his personality in terms not only of the roles 
which his parents offer him but of those which he “picks up” elsewhere and 
tries on. It could show how society, in its coercive character, lays down 
patterns of behavior with which it expects the individual to comply. It 
suggests the way in which society, now turning its benevolent face to the 
individual, tenders him alternatives and defines for him the style appropriate 
to their fulfillment. It provides us with a further term for the definition of 
personality itself: there appears an extent to which we can say that personal¬ 
ity is actually made up of the roles which the individual plays. 42 And here, 
once more assuming “change” to be possible, we have in certain ways the 
least cumbersome terms for plotting its course. 

It is hoped that the very hideousness of the concentration camp has not 
disqualified it as a test for certain features of a far milder and more benevolent 
form of slavery. But it should still be possible to say, with regard to the 
individuals who lived as slaves within the respective systems, that just as on 
one level there is every difference between a wretched childhood and a 
carefree one, there are, for other purposes, limited features which the one 
may be said to have shared with the other. 

Both were closed systems from which all standards based on prior connec¬ 
tions had been effectively detached. A working adjustment to either system 
required a childlike conformity, a limited choice of “significant others.” 
Cruelty per se cannot be considered the primary key to this; of far greater 
importance was the simple “closedness” of the system, in which all lines of 
authority descended from the master and in which alternative social bases 
that night have supported alternative standards were systematically sup¬ 
pressed. The individual, consequently, for his very psychic security, had to 
picture his master in some way as the “good father,” 43 even when, as in the 
concentration camp, it made no sense at all. But why should it not have made 
sense for many a simple plantation Negro whose master did exhibit, in all the 
ways that could be expected, the features of the good father who was really 
“good”? If the concentration camp could produce in two or three years the 
results that it did, one wonders how much more pervasive must have been 
those attitudes, expectations, and values which had, certainly, their benevo¬ 
lent side and which were accepted and transmitted over generations. 

For the Negro child, in particular, the plantation offered no really satisfac¬ 
tory father-image other than the master. The “real” father was virtually 
without authority over his child, since discipline, parental responsibility, and 
control of rewards and punishments all rested in other hands; the slave father 
could not even protect the mother of his children except by appealing directly 
to the master. Indeed, the mother’s own role loomed far larger for the slave 
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child than did that of the father. She controlled those few activities_ 

household care, preparation of food, and rearing of children—that were left 
to the slave family. For that matter, the very etiquette of plantation life 
removed even the honorific attributes of fatherhood from the Negro male, 
who was addressed as ‘boy”—until, when the vigorous years of his prime 
were past,- he was allowed to assume the title of “uncle.” 

From the master s viewpoint, slaves had been defined in law as property, 
and the master’s power over his property must be absolute. But then this 
property was still human property. These slaves might never be quite as 
human as be was, but still there were certain standards that could be laid 
down for their behavior: obedience, fidelity, humility, docility, cheerfulness, 
and so on. Industiy and diligence would of course be demanded, but a final 
element in the master’s situation would undoubtedly qualify that expecta¬ 
tion. Absolute power for him meant absolute dependency for the slave—the 
dependency not of the developing child but of the perpetual child. For the 
master, the role most aptly fitting such a relationship would naturally be that 
of the father. As a father he could be either harsh or kind, as he chose, but as 
a wise father he would have, we may suspect, a sense of the limits of his 
situation. He must be ready to cope with all the qualities of the child, 
exasperating as well as ingratiating. He might conceivably have to expect in 
this child—besides his loyalty, docility, humility, cheerfulness, and (under 
supervision) his diligence-such additional qualities as irresponsibility, play¬ 
fulness, silliness, laziness, and (quite possibly) tendencies to lying and steal¬ 
ing. Should the entire prediction prove accurate, the result would be some¬ 
thing resembling “Sambo.” 

Might the process, on the other hand, be reversed? It is hard to imagine its 
being reversed overnight. The same role might still be played in the years 
after slavery—we are told that it was—and yet it was played to more vulgar 
audiences with cruder standards, who paid much less for what they saw. The 
mes might be repeated more and more mechanically, with less and less 
conviction; the incentives to perfection could become hazy and blurred, and 
the excellent old piece could degenerate over time into low farce. There could 
mea Po mt > conceivably, with the old zest gone, that it was no longer worth 
the candle. The day. might come at last when it dawned on a man’s full 

waking consciousness that he had really grown up, that he was, after all, only 
playing a part. 3 
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imaginative scope which in Freud makes possible so great a range of cultural connections; in it 
we miss Freud’s effort to deal as scientifically as possible w ith an infinite array of psychological 
and cultural phenomena; the fragmentary nature of Sullivan’s work, its limited scope, its cloudy 
presentation, all present us with obstacles not to be surmounted overnight. This might well 
change as his ideas are elaborated and refined. But meanwhile it would be too much to ask that 
all connections be broken with the staggering amount of work already done on Freudian models. 

34. Sullivan refined this concept from the earlier notion of the “generalized other” formulated 
by George Herbert Mead. “The organized community or social group [Mead wrote] which gives 
to the individual his unity of self may be called ‘the generalized other.’ The attitude of the 
generalized other is the attitude of the w hole community. Thus, for example, in the case of such 
a social group as a ball team, the team is the generalized other in so far as it enters—as an 
organized process or social activity—into the experience of any one of the individual members of 
n.” George H. Mead, Mind , Self and Society: From the Standpoint of a Social Bebaviorist (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1934), p. 154. 

35. The technical term, in Sullivan’s terminology, for the mechanism represented by these 
two elements functioning in combination, is the individual’s “self-dynamism.” David Riesman 
has refined this concept; he has, with his “inner-directed, other-directed” polarity, considered 
the possibility of different kinds of “self-dynamisms.” The self-dynamism which functions with 
reference to specific aims and which is formed and set early in life is characterized as the 

gyroscope. On the other hand the self-dynamism which must function in a cultural situation of 
constantly shifting significant others and which must constantly adjust to them is pictured as the 
radar. See The Lonely Crowd , passim . The principles summarized in this and the preceding 
paragraphs are to be found most clearly set forth in Harry Stack Sullivan, Conceptions of Modem 
Psychiatry (Washington: William Alanson White Psychiatric Foundation, 1945). Sullivan’s rela¬ 
tionship to the general development of theory is assessed in Patrick Mullahy, Oedipus Myth and 
Complex: A Review of Psychoanalytic Theory (New York: Hermitage House, 1948). 

36. Actually, one of the chief functions of psychoanalysis as it has been practiced from the 
beginning is simply given more explicit recognition here. The psychiatrist who helps the patient 
exhibit to himself attitudes and feelings systematically repressed—or “selectively ignored”— 
becomes in the process a new and trusted significant other. 

37. Indeed.. . when the whole Sullivanian conception of the effect of significant others 
upon the origin and stability of self-conceptions is pushed farther, really revolutionary vistas of 
guided personality emerge. If the maintenance of certain characteristic patterns of interpersonal 
behavior depends upon their support by significant others, then to alter the composition of any 
person s community of significant others is the most direct and drastic way of altering his 
personality. This can be done. Indeed, it is being done, with impressive results, by the many 
types of therapeutic groups, or quasi-families of significant new others, which have come up in 
the past few years.” Patrick Mullahy (ed.), The Contributions of Harry Stack Sullivan (New York: 
Hermitage House, 1952), p. 193. 

38. An outstanding instance of authorities who are exponents of both is that of H. H. Gerth 
and C. Wright Mills, whose study Character and Social Structure ranges very widely in both 
interpersonal theory and role psychology and uses them interchangeably. 

39. In the resources of dramatic literature a variety of insights may await the “social scientist” 
ec l ui PP ed wi th both the imagination and the conceptual tools for exploiting them, and the 
emergence of role psychology may represent the most promising step yet taken in this direction. 

A previous area of contact has been in the realm of Freudian psychology, but this has never been 
a very natural or comfortable meeting ground for either the analyst or the literary critic. For 
example, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet there is the problem, both psychological and dramatic, of 
Hamlet s inability to kill his uncle. Dr. Ernest Jones (in Hamlet and Oedipus) reduces all the play’s 
tensions to a single Freudian complex. It should be at once more “scientific” and more “literary,” 
however, to consider the problem in terms of role-conflict (Hamlet as prince, son, nephew, 
lover, etc., has multiple roles which keep getting in the way of one another). Francis Fergusson, 
though he uses other terminology, in effect does this in his Idea of a Theater. 
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40. In this paragraph I duplicate and paraphrase material from Eugene and Ruth Hartley, 
Fundamentals of Social Psychology (New York: Knopf, 1952), chap. xvi. See also David C. McClel¬ 
land, Personality (New York: Sloane, 1951), pp. 289-332. Both these books are, strictly speaking, 
“texts,” but this point could be misleading, inasmuch as the whole subject is one not normally 
studied at an “elementary” level anywhere. At the same time a highly successful effort has been 
made in each of these works to formulate the role concept with clarity and simplicity, and this 
makes their formulations peculiarly relevant to the empirical facts of the present problem. It may 
be that the very simplicity of the roles in both the plantation and concentration-camp settings 
accounts for this coincidence. Another reason why I am inclined to put a special premium on 
simplicity here is my conviction that the role concept has a range of “literary” overtones, 
potentially exploitable in realms other than psychology. For a recent general statement, see 
Theodore R. Sarbin, “Role Theory,” Handbook of Social Psychology, I, 223-58. 

41. Hartley, Fundamentals of Social Psychology, p. 485. 

42. “Personality development is not exclusively a matter of socialization. Rather, it represents 
the organism’s more or less integrated way of adapting to all the influences that come its 
way—both inner and outer influences, both social and nonsocial ones. Social influences, how¬ 
ever, are essential to human personality, and socialization accounts for a very great deal of 
personality development. 

“From this point of view it would not be surprising to find that many personality disturbances 
represent some sort of breakdown or reversal of the socialization process.” Theodore M. New¬ 
comb, Social Psychology (New York: Dryden Press, 1950), p. 475. 

43. In a system as tightly closed as the plantation or the concentration camp, the slave’s or 
prisoner’s position of absolute dependency virtually compels him to see the authority-figure as 
somehow really “good.” Indeed, all the evil in his life may flow from this man—but then so also 
must everything of any value. Here is the seat of the only “good” he knows, and to maintain his 
psychic balance he must persuade himself that the good is in some way dominant. A threat to 
this illusion is thus in a real sense a threat to his very existence. It is a common experience among 
social workers dealing with neglected and maltreated children to have a child desperately insist 
on his love for a cruel and brutal parent and beg that he be allowed to remain with that parent. 
The most dramatic feature of this situation is the cruelty which it involves, but the mechanism 
which inspires the devotion is not the cruelty of the parent but rather the abnormal dependency 
of the child. 
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CONTROL, SEXUAL ATTITUDES, SELF-MASTER^ 
AND CIVILIZATION: 

Abolitionists and the Erotic South 

Ronald G. Walters 


Psychological theory and abolitionism have not enjoyed a blissful relationship. But 
then American historians seem commonly to make their first pass at reformers an 
exploration of deviance. For example, if the Civil War was a “needless” conflict, as 
some students of the period contended in the 1930’s and 1940’s, one large reason for 
the outbreak of war was the emotionalism that irresponsible demagogues like William 
Lloyd Garrison aroused. In this scheme such oddballs cried out for psychologizing, 
and frequently got it. While any attempt to pry back layers of a reformer’s motives 
eventually will yield mixed or unattractive—certainly personal—ones, recent biog¬ 
raphies of antebellum activists have tried to place them in their socio-intellectual 
setting. Northerners Catharine Beecher and John Humphrey Noyes or the Virginia 
proslavery radical Beverley Tucker, rather than oddballs or deviants from their soci¬ 
ety, turn out to be highly representative of the concerns and conflict within it. Even 
farther along this line of approach is Ronald G. Walters’s study of the themes that tied 
together all abolitionists, despite their personal or tactical differences. 

Slavery and power evoked fearsome images in the minds of Jacksonian Americans. 
The abolitionist call for an end of Southern slavery raised the specter of civil war; 
behind the question of federal-state authority and debates over the powers of banks 
and corporations was the realization that being vulnerable to an outside power 
brought with it helplessness and therefore a form of slavery. Power could easily 
mean dominance. As Walters points out in the chapter excerpted below, these 
apprehensions—which we usually consider in a political context—could in sexual 
terms also shape the charges reformers made against moral targets; the South, bel¬ 
lowed one abolitionist, was “one great Sodom.” Connections between pointed anger 
and sexual imagery invite the observation that after a certain level is reached the worst 
one can say about or to an enemy always seems to draw on sexual allusions, to 


Reprinted from The Anti-Slavery Appeal: American Abolitionism after 1830 (Baltimore: The 
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ascribe perversion. One might rest content here: obscenity by one definition misuses 
the beautiful or intermixes it with the ugly. 

Another view is that slur or epithet also provides—since one’s guard is down—a 
hint of the reasons for the anger or fear. “Why,” asks David Brion Davis in an article 
studying anti-Mason, anti-Catholic, and anti-Mormon rhetoric, “did nativist litera¬ 
ture dwell so persistently on themes of brutal sadism and sexual immorality? Why did 
its authors describe sin in such minute detail, endowing even the worst offenses of 
their enemies with a certain fascinating appeal?” Every observer of Jacksonian 
America stood amazed at its pace of development, its social dislocations. In such a 
society, Davis argues, and Walters would agree, the most sensitive pressure points lay 
with changing sexual roles and the apparent rise of vice: with growing cities threaten- 
ing established standards of morality and women working in factories for the first 
time, there was every reason for anxiety, and it was far easier for the dissatisfied to 
find blameworthy objects than to turn back time. The literature of countersubver¬ 
sion, Davis continues, “could serve the double purpose of vicariously fulfilling re¬ 
pressed desires, and of releasing the tension and guilt arising from rapid social change 
and conflicting values.” The Walters chapter explores a similar pattern of attributed 
sin, which, besides suggesting that abolitionists saw in the license of slavery what 
they unconsciously wished to enjoy, demonstrates their concern for self-control as 
a protection in a distressing world. The conclusion is not that abolitionists were 
insincere or wicked, but that what one sees in an enemy can say something about 
oneself, that reform can be highly illuminating of cultural restrictions and social 
tensions. 


Morality was self-evident to the abolitionist. Other people found it 
much less obvious and evaded its demands with little difficulty. Although 
reformers sought human liberation they, as citizens of a sinful society, could 
not believe that mankind should be left to the claims of the flesh. Just as the 
potential for moral behavior seemed to lie in human nature, so did some of 
the forces preventing that potential from being realized. 

Charles K. Whipple described slavery as “absolute, irresponsible power on 
one side, and entire subjection on the other.” Like virtually all abolitionists 
he grounded his objections to bondage on this relationship of utter submis- 
sion and total dominance between slave and master. There were, of course, 
other kinds of emphases possible. Earlier humanitarian reform had stressed 
the suffering of slaves, but, no matter how useful examples of inhuman 
treatment might be in stirring sentiment against slavery, most post-1830 
abolitionists denied that cruelty was what made the institution so terrible. 
After combing Southern newspapers and exhausting eye-witnesses for horror 
stories about slavery, Theodore Dwight Weld declared that these were not 
the basic fact of the institution. The “combined experience of the human 
race, he thought, proved that such “cruelty is the spontaneous and uniform 
product of arbitrary power.” Abuse was only an effect of submission and 
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dominance. Even those who began by looking at slavery in still another way, 
in terms of “the chattel principle,” came around (like Weld) to a definition 
which was neither economic, nor institutional, nor based on specific kinds of 
treatment. “Slavery is the act of one holding another as property,” a corre¬ 
spondent to the Philanthropist declared, adding “or one man being wholly 
subject to the will of others.” In his mind slavery (as a property relationship) 
resolved itself into a matter of power just as surely as it did for Whipple or 
Weld. 1 

A. A. Phelps constructed an imaginary state of nature to show how it came 
to be acceptable to hold some humans as property. Phelps’ original man 
“loves, and is grasping after power,” and the white Southerner was his direct 
descendant. So driving was this urge to dominate, abolitionists believed, that 
it outdistanced all other possible motives, including greed. When Garrison 
assessed “the master-passion in the bosom of the slaveholder” he found it to 
be “not the love of gain, but the possession of absolute power, unlimited 
sovereignty.” His words echoed those of Angelina Grimke shortly after her 
arrival in the North. “There are hundreds of thousands at the South, w ho do 
not hold their slaves, by any means, as much Tor purposes of gain,’ as they do 
from the lust of power,” Miss Grimke exclaimed. “This is the passion that 
reigns triumphant there.” 2 

Achievement of authority brought destructive results for its possessor as 
well as for his victim. Having helped her husband compile the material for 
American Slavery as It Is, Angelina Grimke (by this time Mrs. Weld), told a 
sister that these stories were designed “to show the awful havock which 
arbitrary power makes in human hearts, and to excite a holy indignation 
against an institution which degrades the oppressor as well as the oppressed.” 
William Goodell gave it as “an old maxim that the exercise of unlimited 
power will make any man a tyrant.” “It is,” he noted “no slander to say that 
the slaveholder is a man!” 2 GoodelFs phraseology was not just an accident. 
Abolitionists did not maintain that slaveholders were somehow peculiar in 
their failings but rather that they demonstrated what all people should be¬ 
ware of. 4 After having detailed in their different ways the devastating effects 
of slavery, C. K. Whipple and Theodore Dwight Weld each reminded his 
readers that the danger was a general one, not confined to white Southerners. 
“No human being is fit to be trusted with absolute irresponsible power,” 
Whipple claimed. “If the best portion of our own community were selected 
to hold and use such authority [as masters possess], they would very soon be 
corrupted.” Weld believed “arbitrary power is to the mind what alcohol is to 
the body; it intoxicates.” 5 Man might have an innate moral sense, he might at 
times be moulded by his race or environment; but abolitionists, not obligated 
to cling to any theory to the end, were at the bottom certain that mankind 
also had a deeply implanted drive to dominate others—a drive that required 
constant vigilance and suppression. 

Enslavement of blacks was not the only kind of coercion and “arbitrary 
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power disturbing to abolitionists. Slavery was a special case because of its 
magnitude, but the principle behind it appeared in countless places, many of 
them closer to home. Few abolitionists were so extreme as Abby Kelley 
who—lest she be a tyrant—was “very conscientious not to use the least 
worldly authority over her child.” 8 But even abolitionists less dogmatic (or 
foolhardy) than she were outraged by the tyranny of preachers, politicians, 
public opinion, and institutions . 7 Quite early William Goodell perceived that 
slavery served a symbolic function as the extreme example of what happened 
when man’s drive for power ran rampant. “We acknowledge that there is a 
propriety in holding up ‘NEGRO SLAVERY’ from age to age, as the perfect 
image of oppression personified,” he wrote, “so that everything insufferably 
dreadful, and superlatively hateful in despotism, to the end of time, may be 
branded with infamy simply by showing its affinity with SLAVEHOLD¬ 
ING.” 8 

Americans of an earlier generation had been just as suspicious as Goodell 
was of man’s ability to wield authority. Such wariness was epidemic at the 
time of the American Revolution, and it had affected the way individuals saw 
slavery, just as it would again after 1830. Almost a lifetime before Garrison’s 
career began, John Woolman argued against the institution because “so long 
as men are biassed by narrow self-love, so long an absolute power over other 
men is unfit for them.” In 1765 John Adams wrote of “the love of power, 
which has been so often the cause of slavery.” 9 Fear of power has always been 
an appealing perception of reality in times when the political system seems 
unrepresentative and unresponsive. It took on new vitality in the antebellum 
period as moralistic whites saw political and economic affairs increasingly 
dominated by ambitious, uncouth men. 

There was, in addition, a subtle cultural shift between the Revolutionary 
and antebellum periods. The concept of “power” was coming by the 1830s to 
fit into a web of associations that ensnared some of the deepest and most 
mysterious forces that abolitionists believed to be in all men. This included 
the deepest, most mysterious, most fearful force of all: human sexuality. By 
1831 there was not a great distance from the concept of lust for power to that 
of mere lust. 

Abolitionists did not dwell “excessively” on sexual misconduct in the 
South their writings have little merit as pornography. From the beginning 
whites perceived (and cultivated) an erotic potential in interracial contact. 
Nevertheless, this potential could be organized into more than one pattern of 
perception and post-1830 antislavery propaganda directly reversed a preva- 
lent assumption by presenting white men, not black men, as the sexual 
aggressors. Early in his career Garrison set the tone. He was accosted by a 
slaveholder who posed the classic question of American racism: “How should 
you like to have a black man marry your daughter?” Garrison replied that 
“slaveholders generally should be the last persons to affect fastidiousness on 
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that point; for they seem to be enamoured with amalgamation. ” 10 The retort 
was unanswerable, and it survived down to the Civil War. It was, in part, 
simply fine strategy, pointing both to an obvious hypocrisy and a very real 
condition of slavery. 

But abolitionists did not stop with this simple and expedient formula. 
They did not argue that erotic activity always was at the instigation of white 
males. Gerrit Smith believed planters would not fight an insurrection effec¬ 
tively because they would be too “busy in transporting their wives and 
daughters to places where they would be safe from that worst fate which 
husbands and fathers can imagine for their wives and daughters.” George 
Bourne pondered, “What may be the awful consequences, if ever the colored 
men by physical force should attain the mastery?” “If,” he decided, “no other 
argument could be adduced in favor of immediate and universal emancipa¬ 
tion, that single fact is sufficient. Delay only increases the danger of the 
white women and augments the spirit of determined malignity and revenge 
in the colored men.” Abolition would lead to forgiveness and to sexual secu¬ 
rity for the white woman as well as for the female slave. 11 

Rape was only one form of sexual retribution abolitionists foresaw slaves 
exacting upon the master class. Louisa Barker believed black women lured 
young slaveholders into illicit attachments with female slaves as a way of 
lessening the chance that the slave might be sold—and to destroy the con¬ 
stitution of the master through physical overindulgence. Still another writer 
argued that “women who have been drawn into licentiousness by wicked 
men, if they retain their vicious habits, almost invariably display their re¬ 
venge for their debasement, by ensnaring others into the same corruption and 
moral ruin.” This placed on female slaves much of the responsibility for 
stirring the sensuality of their masters, thus degrading the slaveholder as they 
had been degraded. But there were even more horrifying prospects— 
lasciviousness did not stop with white men and black women enticing each 
other. “Were it necessary,” John Rankin stated primly, “I could refer you to 
several instances of slaves actually seducing the daughters of their masters! 
Such seductions sometimes happen even in the most respectable slaveholding 
families.” It was impossible for daughters of slaveholders always to “escape 
this impetuous fountain of pollution.” 12 Comments like these touched the 
white South at a sensitive point—its image of itself and of its women. 13 
Furthermore, they moved the argument from the idea that whites were 
sexual aggressors over to the more comfortable position (for whites) that 
blacks represented sensuality after all. 

Emotional associations concerning miscegenation undoubtedly played 
their part, but the horror of Southern sexuality for abolitionists was not in its 
interracial nature. At work was a more generalized sense that the South 
represented a society in which eroticism had no checks put upon it. “Illicit 
intercourse” was embedded in the very conditions of Southern life, 
abolitionists believed. For the master “the temptation is always at hand—the 
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legal authority absolute—the actual power complete—the vice a profitable 
one” if it produced slaves for market, “and the custom so universal as to bring 
no disgrace.” One author, using the apt pseudonym, “Puritan,” was appalled 
that 

not only in taverns, but in boarding houses, and the dwellings of individuals, boys 
and girls verging on maturity altogether unclothed, wait upon ladies and gentlemen, 
without exciting even the suffusion of a blush on the face of young females, who thus 
gradually become habituated to scenes of which delicate and refined Northern women 
cannot adequately conceive. 

To make matters worse, the free and easy association between slave children 
and white children spread the depravity of the back cabins to the big house. 
“Between the female slaves and the misses there is an unrestrained communi¬ 
cation,” Southern-born James A. Thome explained to the American Anti- 
Slavery Society. “As they come in contact through the day, the courtesan 
feats of the over night are whispered into the ear of the unsuspecting [white] 
girl and poison her youthful mind.” 14 

In its libidinousness the South could only be compared to other examples 
of utter depravity and dissolution. Thome informed an audience of attentive 
young ladies that “THE SOUTHERN STATES ARE ONE GREAT 
SODOM,” and his account was seconded by another abolitionist, who had 
lived in Virginia and Maryland. In 1834 the Pennsylvania Freeman spoke of 
the “great moral lazarhouse of Southern slavery.” Thomas Wentworth Hig- 
ginson decided that, compared to the South, “a Turkish harem is a cradle of 
virgin purity.” Henry C. Wright preferred a comparison with the notorious 
Five Points district in New York—much to the latter’s advantage, of 
course. 15 Like Sodom, brothels, or a harem, the South appeared to be a place 
in which men could indulge their erotic impulses with impunity. 

Yet, in the nature of things, there must be retribution. It could be 
physiological since—nineteenth-century moralists assumed—sexiial excesses 
ultimately destroyed body and mind. Planters, according to Mrs. Louisa 
Barker, exemplified the “wreck of early manhood always resulting from 
self-indulgence.” They were “bom with feeble minds and bodies, with just 
force enough to transmit the family name, and produce in feebler characters a 
second edition of the father’s life.” Mrs. Barker’s comments were consistent 
with the way other abolitionists viewed the South and with the way her times 
viewed sexuality, but they were almost unique in antislavery literature— 
although the character of the languid but erratic planter was not. 16 The more 
usual form of retribution predicted from Southern licentiousness was social 
and demographic. 

At the beginning of the antislavery crusade there was a sense among some 
abolitionists, that (in the words of James G. Bimey) “from causes now operat- 
ing, the South must be filled in a few years with blacks and, it may be, that in 
our lives it will be given up to them.” Bimey, in the letter that marked his 
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public renunciation of colonization, detailed the “alarming rapidity” with 
which the process was operating in his native Kentucky. In a similar vein, 
John Rankin warned that slavery will “increase their [blacks’] numbers, and 
enable them to overpower the nation. Their enormous increase beyond that 
of the white population is truly alarming.” Liberation, however, would dis¬ 
perse them and make their population growth “proportionate to the rest of 
the nation.” LaRoy Sunderland quantified the increase, using censuses 
through 1830, and explained why he thought it was occurring. “That the 
blacks should increase faster than the whites, is easily accounted for,” he 
remarked dryly, “from the fact, that the former class are increased by the 
latter, but the blacks cannot increase the whites.” 17 Such statements seem to 
have decreased in time and with additional censuses (although complaints 
about licentiousness persisted), but they and fears of imminent insurrections 
glare luridly from early abolitionist propaganda—they were twin expressions 
of a belief that the South faced an overwhelming chastizing event and that 
white dominance might soon become submission. In both cases— 
insurrection and the fruits of unchecked sexuality—the only security rested 
with abolition. 

There were wonderful propaganda advantages here. The issue of miscege¬ 
nation forever dogged the anti slavery movement and by stressing Southern 
licentiousness abolitionists turned the tables. They could both speak of the 
“dreadful amalgamating abominations” of the slave system and argue that 
they would “experience, in all probability, a ten fold diminution” with eman¬ 
cipation. Elijah Love joy went so far as to state the “one reason why 
abolitionists urge the abolition of slavery is, that they fully believe it will put 
a stop, in a great and almost entire measure to that wretched, and shameful, 
and polluted intercourse between the whites and blacks, now so common, it 
may be said so universal, in the slave states.” 18 Yet the propaganda 
advantages—if they were the only consideration—would have been greater 
had abolitionists not also insisted, as they did at times, that “the right to 
choose a partner for life is so exclusive and sacred, that it is never interfered 
with, except by the worst of tyrants.” Garrison, with his usual boldness and 
lack of tact, asserted the perfect equality of the races and drew the conclusion 
that “intermarriage is neither unnatural nor repugnant to nature, but de¬ 
signed to unite people of different tribes and nations.” 19 Such assaults on 
antimiscegenation sentiment, if nothing else, show that abolitionists were not 
just saying what they thought their audience wanted to hear when they spoke 
out on sexual matters. Instead, what abolitionists wrote about Southern 
sexuality must be put in relation to nineteenth-century assumptions, to con¬ 
ditions in the North that gave urgency to concern for licentiousness, and to 
the other reform interests of antislavery men and women. 

Abolitionists did not perceive the South as lustful simply because unhal¬ 
lowed sex occurred under slavery. Erotic activity between master class and 
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bondsmen, after all, did not originate in 1831 (nor did disgust with Southern 
morals; New England Federalists had that in abundance a generation earlier). 
Miscegenation itself may well have been decreasing at the very time it be¬ 
came a staple of antislavery propaganda. 20 

Abolitionists were especially sensitive to Southern eroticism because, like 
most middle-class moralists of the day, they saw a certain interchangeability 
between power and sexuality. Sexuality, as far as they were concerned, was 
not a peculiarly Southern problem: it was intrinsic to any situation in which 
one person’s arbitrary will could rule over others. Abolitionist revulsion at 
Southern sensuality was, to be sure, very much in line with Victorian 
morality; but it was also in large measure part of a more general abolitionist 
revulsion against domination and possession. The abolitionists’ association of 
sexuality with power and dominance had some validity, and it was unique 
neither to them nor to the antebellum period. But such an association did 
have much wider currency and more fearsome connotations in nineteenth- 
century America than in previous centuries or in our own day. To take an 
extreme but revealing example, Victorian pornography exploited situations 
of power and powerlessness more than the contemporary variety does (de¬ 
spite some noteworthy exceptions) and probably more than ancient bawdy 
literature did. In one nineteenth-century classic the action took place in a 
harem where The Lustful Turk, a darkly sensual being, reduced women 
(even good English women!) to sexual slaves. His power was both political 
and erotic, and his desires were as unchecked as they were varied. This was 
strikingly similar to antislavery images of the South and the slaveholder—a 
similarity increased when one of the lustful Turk’s victims made a speech in 
which she attacked slavery as “the most powerful agent in the degradation of 
mankind, a charming bit of abolitionism amidst depravity. In more respect- 
able Victorian circles it was thought that servants, another class of underling, 
were both sexually corrupted and agents of corruption, a matter which later 
attracted the attention of Sigmund Freud. 21 Anti-Catholic diatribes likewise 
played to a sense that subordination led to debauchery. George Bourne, an 
early and important abolitionist, doubled as a professional Catholic baiter, 
and he found the two careers quite easily reconciled. He pictured the South 
as an erotic society where whites “have been indulged in all the vicious 
gratifications which lawless power and unrestrained lust, can amalgamate.” 
Much the same, he believed, prevailed in the convent, another kind of closed 
society. There the absolute flower and unchecked erotic energy of the priest 
replaced that of the planter (in Bourne’s imagination) and the seduction and 
seductiveness of nuns replaced female slaves. 22 

Enough licentiousness existed under slavery to fuel the minds of men like 
Bourne; but as much as anything, Southern sensuality illustrated a general 
principle which abolitionists held to be true about man and what possession 
of power did to him. “We know what human nature is; what are its weakness¬ 
es, what its passions,” the Philanthropist asserted confidently, as it remarked 
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upon the potential for depravity on the plantation. 23 Certainly abolitionists 
saw what was actually there—erotic encounters did occur but they were 
able to do so because culturally determined associations of power with sexual 
domination prepared them to see and to react strongly to it. 

Southern licentiousness took on further meaning for abolitionists because 
it intersected some typically nineteenth-century judgments about what man¬ 
kind and society ought to be. In 1839, unconsciously forecasting a later and 
more famous Victorian moralist—Sigmund Freud Theodore Dwight W eld 
wrote that “restraints are the web of civilized society, warp and woof. James 
G. Bimey, musing to his diary in 1850, decided 

the reason that savage & barbarous nations remain so—& unrighteous men, too is 
that they manage their affairs by passion—not by reason. Just in proportion as reason 
prevails, it will control & restrain passion, & just in proportion as it prevails, & 
passion diminishes nations emerge from ignorance & darkness and become civilized. 

Here was a feeling that civilization, if not its discontents, depended on curb 
ing what another abolitionist called “the fatal anarchy of the lowest 
passions.” 24 

Of course, these passions were not exclusively sexual. Bimey would not 
have argued that “savage & barbarous nations” governed themselves by erotic 
means. But in the minds of abolitionists sex was clearly among the most 
formidable components of the “animal nature that had to be subdued before 
humans or society could be counted as civilized. Henry C. Wright gave as a 
general principle that “it is for man to keep himself in the image in which he 
was made, with a power to grasp and control, for the welfare of the race, 
every element of his own nature and the external world.” Yet the ^specific 
element that concerned Wright was the reproductive, the husband s natural 
propensities” to indulge himself sexually. Theodore Parker decided when a 
man “is cultivated and refined, the sentiment [of love] is more than t e 
appetite [of sex]; the animal appetite remains but it does not bear so large a 
ratio to the whole consciousness of the man as before.” Sarah Gnmke agreed 
with Parker’s estimate. It was impossible for men and women to enjoy the 
relationship God intended until “our intercourse is purified by the forgetful¬ 
ness of sex.” 25 This resonated almost as a linguistic pun with a biblical 
tradition, restated by Beriah Green, holding that “all visable slaveiy is 
merely a picture of the invisable sway of the passions.” 26 Slavery had long 
borne with it imputations of sin and human willfulness, but nineteenth- 
century American culture transferred the sin from the slave to the master and 
combined its suppression with a drive for civilization and self-control. In 
antislavery propaganda the plantation was less a real place than an imaginary 

one where the repressed came out of hiding. 

Slavery was a guidepost, marking the outer limits of disorder and de¬ 
bauchery; but abolitionists consistently defined their own moral respon¬ 
sibilities and those of fellow Northerners in the same terms they applied to 
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Southerners. And how is slavery to be abolished by those who are slaves 
themselves to their own appetites and passions?” Beriah Green asked. 
William Goodell informed the American Health Convention that “no efforts 
of yours, nor mine, nor of those who labor with us for the enfranchisement of 
the enslaved, will ever raise human beings, of any complexion to the true 
dignity of freemen, so long as they permit themselves to be the slaves of their 
oun appetites, the panders of their own lusts, the forgers of their own 
fetters. Some years before, the Emancipator had noted “the common accep¬ 
tance of things in which “men deem themselves the most happy when they 
can the most easily set aside known prohibitions and indulge in certain 
propensities. It contrasted this with the “early propagators of the religion of 
the cross who had “no animal passions to gratify” as they were led to 
martyrdom. The lesson was unmistakable: the person who would do good 
must first conquer himself . 27 

The courtship of Theodore Dwight Weld and Angelina Grimke, a verita- 
ble orgy of restraint, revealed that reformers were willing to practice what 
they preached. Weld regarded the intensity of his emotions for Miss Grimke 
as a challenge to be overcome, and it was with triumph that he wrote her in 
March 1838. “It will be a relief to you,” he assured Angelina, “to know that I 
have acquired perfect self control, so far as any expression or appearance of deep 
feeling is visable to others.” Angelina earlier chided him for carrying things 
too far. “Why this waste of moral strength?” she asked. But she too thought 
of civilization as a repression of the deeper and more mysterious forces in 
mankind. She responded ecstatically upon finding how elevated Weld’s 
views of courtship were—how similar to her own, how unsensual. “I have 
been tempted to think marriage was sinful, because of what appeared to me 
almost invariably to prompt and lead to it,” she wrote. 

Instead of the higher, nobler sentiments being first aroused, and leading on the lower 
passions captive to their will, the latter seemed to be lords over the former. Well I am 
convinced that men in general, the vast majority believe most seriously that women 
were made to gratify their appetites, expressly to minister to their pleasure. 

The couple’s control extended beyond the awkwardness of courtship. A few 
years after their marriage James G. Bimey visited them, remarking to his 
diary, with a touch of envy, “their self-denial—their firmness in principles 
puts me to shame.” 28 For abolitionists like the Welds the goal was self- 
mastery and the reward was an orderly life in which affection, even spon¬ 
taneous joy , had a place—but only after the animal passions were subdued. 

Abolitionists saw restraint as a problem for all Americans, not just for 
themselves and for Southerners. The mass of humanity, Thomas Wentworth 
Higgmson proclaimed, was mired “deep in sensual vileness.” William Lloyd 
Garrison attacked an opponent for refusing to believe that “licentiousness 
pervades the whole land.” Somewhat later Garrison bemoaned the large 
number of human beings “caring for nothing but the gratification of their 
lusts and appetites, and dead in trespasses and sins!” William Goodell felt 
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that licentiousness “pollutes the atmosphere of our splendid cities, and infects 
the whole land with the leprosy of Sodom.” Less metaphorical, Stephen 
Pearl Andrews flatly stated that “prostitution, in Marriage and out of it, and 
solitary vice characterize Society as it is.” 29 

A great many factors lay behind the sexual jeremiads of people like Hig- 
ginson, Garrison, Goodell, and Andrews. Their warnings echoed the rum¬ 
blings of nineteenth-century spiritual and medical authorities, who counseled 
erotic restraint and spoke gloomily of the dangers of erotic excess for body 
and soul. For some reformers complex psychological impulses also figured 
in—Henry C. Wright and Stephen Pearl Andrews mingled the rhetoric of 
control with fantasies of transcendental sexual rapture. Yet the significant 
thing for antislavery men and women was that antebellum culture defined 
loss of moral control and a consequent growth of licentiousness as major 
threats to civilization. At that point perception and real conditions con¬ 
verged. Southern sensuality forecast growing Northern sensuality and 
Southern “barbarism” confirmed abolitionists in their fears about unbridled 
human nature. The South led the way in debauchery, but prostitution in 
America’s growing cities and a seeming nation-wide moral breakdown dem¬ 
onstrated to abolitionists that the sin of licentiousness jeopardized the North 
as well. 

Abolitionism began, and ended, with mankind: it began with a call for 
individual outrage and repentance and ended with the Yankee schoolmarm in 
the South. It sought to liberate slaves and, at the same time, to control all 
human beings, to make them moral, to direct their most fearful energies 
toward their salvation. When it drew upon the moral sense and upon en¬ 
vironmentalism, it casually used the assumptions of its time, and it echoed 
the language of an earlier reform tradition. When it drew upon its sense of 
mankind’s physical nature (and, unfortunately, when it drew upon belief in 
innate racial differences), it looked toward the future. To its credit, antebel¬ 
lum reform was too optimistic—and perhaps too naive to see mankind, 
even at its most beastly, imprisoned by biology. There was hope among 
abolitionists that human nature could be overcome, that civilization de¬ 
pended on a struggle within human beings, not on struggle among men. 
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ABRAHAM LINCOLN AND THE 
MELODRAMA OF THE HOUSE DIVIDED 

George B. Forgie 


“The fact of being bom too late to experience the Revolution,” notes George B. 
Forgie, “but in time to be raised by the generation that had fought it, informed the 
way that many members of this later generation identified and thought about them¬ 
selves.” Historians have agreed for many years that public figures in the early repub¬ 
lic and the Jacksonian period were terribly conscious of the origins of the republic, its 
peculiar requirements of virtue and vigilance, and the illustrious example of men i e 
Washington. 

In Patricide in the House Divided (1979), Forgie uses these themes to build a new 
interpretation of the coming of the Civil War. Framing it in father-son conflict (w 1 e^ 
denying that nations undergo oedipal crises), he observes that the Founding Fat ers 
legacy carried benefits and burdens alike. One burden was the oft-discussed debt of 
gratitude to the Revolutionary heroes; another was the delicate balance of union, an 
admonition to the “sons” not to quarrel despite regional differences. Forgie’s thesis is 
that men of Lincoln’s generation faced the problem of venerating the Founding 
Fathers while somehow winning fame for themselves: preserving the Republic was 
hardly as exciting as the earlier challenge of establishing it; searching for something 
“heroic” to do, they nonetheless had to be careful that their ambition, like the Found¬ 
ing Fathers’, be selfless. Here was a problem Lincoln himself hinted at m speaking 
before the Springfield Lyceum in 1836. Though by the 1850s some Americans were 
growing weary under this weight of tradition, Forgie says that Senator Stephen A. 
Douglas’s “popular sovereignty” plan—allowing settlers in the western territories to 
decide the issue of slavery for themselves—dangerously departed from the fathers 
example of compromise. Douglas’s “repudiation” was a sign that a “bad son had 
arisen in the Fathers’ “house,” according to Forgie, and Lincoln’s fury resulted from 
his projecting onto Douglas the ambition that he could not face in himself. 

Conceptually, Forgie’s work contributes to this collection because it makes use of 
the generation as a psychologically and historically definable group. “Generation” can 


Selection is reprinted from Patricide in the Home Divided by George B. Forgie, with permission 
of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. Copyright © 1979 by W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 
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make sense only if a set of people—their individual life histories notwithstanding—do 
indeed share a critical experience, as Forgie says, and are aware of sharing it. In his 
scheme, Lincoln and other early- and mid-nineteenth-century Americans were a 
psychologically unified group because they shared growing up in the afterglow of the 
Rev olution, learning the lessons of early, republican educators, and imbibing the 
mythology of George Washington. But by this view everyone from Henry Clay (bom 
in 1777) to Jefferson Davis (1808) and conceivably even to Henry Adams (1838) was a 
member of the same “post-heroic” generation. 

Perhaps a less expansive sample would have sharpened the analysis. People are 
born all the time; one might go on to say that a generation as something historically 
significant forms when an event of disturbing, shaping, or memorable import occurs 
at the time during which a group of young persons faces the problem of identity 
formation when, we know, they make an effort to meld together their past and their 
possibilities in the political, economic, and social world they are moving into. Thus 
the men who came of age during the Revolutionary crisis and won independence 
clearly comprised a distinct generation. The young men who came to political power 
in 1812, and who were so conscious of assuming the reins of government, might have 
made up a true post-revolutionary or “preserving” generation with Clay, Daniel 
Webster, and John C. Calhoun representative of it. Then, more weakly—like the 
third ripple after a splash in water—-a less discrete generation might have been made 
up of men, like Lincoln, Douglas, and Davis, who came of age in Jacksonian America 
and for whom not merely preserving but building and even experimenting provided 
the stuff of life and career. After all, Davis and other Southerners tried to win their 
own independence an act that both copied the Founding Fathers and repudiated the 
preservers who followed them; though Lincoln led the effort to preserve the Union he 
was really building a new nation. 

Interesting as Forgie s thesis is, it rests partly on the premise that psychoanalytic 
oedipal theory would posit competition between or among brothers as they chal- 
lenged the father an assumption clinicians may or may not accept. In any case, one 
may weU ask whether formulating generations or playing with metaphors like “sons” 
and “killing” Founding Fathers really helps to account for sectional crisis in 1860. Did 
being in a generation actually influence anyone politically or did political realities, in 
retrospect, create generations? 


Aggressive conflict between the generations [can] 
be solved” by... finding an enemy outside the 
group who could be dominated or killed. 


Martin Wangh, 1972 


XHE RITUALISTIC CUSTOM of sectional compromise, which permit- 
ted the acting out of fratricidal wishes while also containing them, had helped 
to preserve the Union for more than half a century before it collapsed with 
the passage of the Kansas-Nebraska bill. As though attempting to find 
another peaceable way of achieving exactly the same result, Abraham Lin¬ 
coln between 1854 and 1860 moved to create a substitute ritual. In the 
original one, the brothers would begin with extreme demands, would 
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threaten to divide the house, and then, seeming to heed the warnings that a 
house divided must lead to fratricide, would discover, and then acquiesce in, 
a middle formula. In Lincoln’s new version all the good brothers would band 
together to direct their angry passions upon a scapegoat brother and, by 
throwing him from power (symbolically killing him), actively rid themselves 
of the only danger to their Union at the same time that they psychologically 
returned to the world of the fathers who had created it. This ritual was 
ultimately as sentimental as the one it replaced. Unlike the one it replace , 
however, it never demonstrated that it had any power to save the Union. On 
the contrary, it led directly to the result it sought to avoid civil war. 

Even in his lifetime it was well known that Abraham Lincoln was a close 

and frequent reader of Shakespeare. 1 The interest became almost intense 
during the Civil War years, when he would sometimes spend hours at a 
stretch reading from Shakespeare’s tragedies often aloud to the pcop e 
about him. According to his own testimony and the memories of others, 
Lincoln was evidently drawn to three passages in particular, for he kept 
returning to them. The first, from Hamlet, was a speech by Claudius who 
usurps the throne of Denmark after murdering his brother, the king, ver- 
whelmed with guilt, he says: 

O, my offence is rank, it smells to heaven; 

It hath the primal eldest curse upon’t, 

A brother’s murther! 

He longs to pray for pardon, but he cannot, 

since I am still possess’d 
Of those effects for which I did the murther 
My crown, mine own ambition, and my queen, 

and he does not intend to give them up. 2 

Lincoln told a Shakespearean actor in 1863 that he preferred this soliloquy 
to the one by Hamlet that begins, “To be or not to be.” 3 He told Francis B. 
Carpenter, an artist, in 1864 that Claudius’s speech “always struck me as one 
of the finest touches of nature in the world.” He then proceeded to recite it 
“with a feeling and appreciation,” Carpenter thought, “unsurpassed by any¬ 
thing I ever witnessed upon the stage.” After this Lincoln fell into a silence 
during which his mind made the connection to the second of his favorite 
passages, the opening speech of Richard III. Here the future king speaks of his 
own ugliness and regrets the “weak piping time of peace” he lives in. Hm 
dered by both from more noble pursuits, “to entertain these fair well-spoken 
days, I am determined to prove a villain.” Lincoln told Carpenter that actors 
did not deliver the lines with any sign of awareness of the force of the man s 
ambition. 

Richard, you remember, had been, and was then, plotting the destruction of his 
brothers, to make room for himself. Outwardly, the most loyal to the newly created 
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king, secretly he could scarcely contain his impatience at the obstacles still in the way 
of his own elevation. He appears upon the stage... burning with repressed hate and 

jealousy. 

At this point, according to Carpenter, Lincoln “unconsciously” assumed the 
character of Richard and repeated the speech from memory. The artist was 
again greatly moved at “the force and power” of Lincoln’s acting, and jok¬ 
ingly suggested to him that he had missed his calling . 4 Obviously, what 
Lincoln was showing him was that he had not missed it at all. 

The third passage was from Macbeth, Lincoln’s favorite among all Shakes¬ 
peare’s plays. “I.think nothing equals Macbeth,” he once said. “It is wonder¬ 
ful .” 5 Another witness to his recitations recalled hearing Lincoln read from 
the play five days before he was murdered. He was particularly drawn to the 
scenes in which Macbeth “falls a prey to moral torment.” After he replaces 
Duncan, whom he has slain, as king, Macbeth says: 

Better be with the dead, 

Whom we, to gain our peace, have sent to peace, 

Than on the torture of the mind to lie 
In resdess ecstasy. Duncan is in his grave; 

After life’s fitful fever he sleeps well. 

After reading these lines aloud, Lincoln “paused to expatiate on how exact a 
picture Shakespeare here gives of a murderer’s mind when, the dark deed 
achieved, its perpetrator already envies his victim’s calm sleep. He read the 
scene over twice .” 6 How could Lincoln have been certain that Shakespeare’s 
picture of the murderer’s mind was exact? 

Of all Shakespeare’s creations, Lincoln was drawn to the plays, characters, 
and indeed the very scenes that most vividly dramatize fratricidal ambition. 
In all three of these plays, ambitious and envious men kill members of their 
own families to reach and keep power. Claudius and Richard kill brothers 
and Macbeth kills his cousin. Each becomes king as a result. Each reflects 
powerfully upon his own guilt and alienation from all that is good—and then 
goes on killing. Lincoln was not only fascinated with these characters. He 
evidently identified with them. Carpenter’s memoir indicates that Lincoln 
did more than imitate Richard III: he became Richard III, the man he under¬ 
stood to be consumed with “repressed hate and jealousy.” 

How could Lincoln have identified with the mentality of men consumed 
with fratricidal guilt? Was there any sense in which he, also burned with 
repressed hate and jealousy and then committed a “brother’s murther” in 
order to get to power? Between 1854 and 1860, the years in which Lincoln 
sought (using again his own words about Richard) to “make room for him¬ 
self,” it would seem that he was headed in the opposite direction by attempt¬ 
ing to avoid fratricide in the form of the civil war that he and many others 
considered possible. But there was an intensely personal aspect to Lincoln’s 
politics in the 1850s, for there was one man in his way who had to be pushed 
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aside; that man, of course, was Stephen A. Douglas. The rivalry between 
these two men was one of the most extraordinary in background, as well as 
one of the most fateful in result, in the history of American politics. Douglas 
after 1854 represented all that Lincoln opposed, and he sat in the Senate seat 
that Lincoln coveted in 1858. One reason this rivalry has been so intriguing 
to historians is the problem of scale it presents. On the one hand,the man 
who stood in Lincoln’s way was not just any American, but probably the 
most famous politician in the nation. On the other, Lincoln had known 
Douglas since the days when both men were equally obscure. He cou d 
scarcely have avoided developing powerful feelings about Doug as persona y 
before he found himself opposing Douglas on grounds of political principle. 

The two politicians had begun their careers at about the same time m the 
1830s—young lawyers in the center of Illinois, serving together in the state 
legislature, and debating against each other even then. But between the 1830s 
and the 1850s events carried Douglas to national and even Internationa 
renown. The prominence Lincoln attained was far narrower in scope. 1 hus 
to the obscurity he endured was added the humiliation of Douglas s success. 
In a private fragment, Lincoln wrote to himself in 1856. 


Twenty-two years ago Judge Douglas and I first became acquainted. We v ,ere 
young then; he a trifle younger than I. Even then, we were ot am itio s, , 
perhaps, quite as much so as he. With me, the race of ambition has been a failure-, 
flat failure; with him it has been one of splendid success. His name fills the nation, and 
is not unknown, even, in foreign lands. I affect no contempt for the g eminence 
has reached. So reached, that the oppressed of my species, might have shared wit me 
in the elevation, I would rather stand on that eminence, than wear the richest crown 
that ever pressed a monarches brow . 7 


In addition to the factors inherent in a contest fought upon major issues for 
high office, this one contained the emotional charge of a long-sustained and 

unbalanced rivalry. t A 

Initially it was not to Shakespeare especially but more to the structure an 
the language of drama generally that Lincoln turned in order to give a sing e 
scale to a personal rivalry that had become a public contest involving the very 
principles on which the nation was founded. He compared his debates with 
Douglas in 1858 to “the successive acts of a drama” whose audience was not 
just die attending crowd, or even the nation, but (because of Douglas s fame) 
the entire world. 8 The analogy is revealing. Lincoln learned his politics at the 
village level, where affairs were managed through the interaction of a tew 
individuals one knew personally. Anyone who reads the accounts of the way, 
as president, he dealt with the public to a striking degree on an individual, 
personal basis is likely to surmise that he never really got beyond the sense, 
which after all his generation largely shared, that politics was an extension of 
personal relationships. His ancient habits did adjust to his stature, however, 
and it is just here that theater provided an opening to the wider world. It was 
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as though he thought of himself as moving from a narrow, private realm to a 
public stage. He continued always to think of politics as the interaction of 
political leaders. To the extent that he could comprehend mass society at all, 
it seems to have been as an audience that watched the struggles of the great in 
order to be moved by and choose between them. The people were acted 
upon, rather than actors, in politics. This is not to say that the audience was 
either passive or infinitely manipulable. On the contrary, it brought to the 
drama feelings and opinions that were decidedly fixed and that set the boun¬ 
daries of political action. In this conception it was more the task of the actors 
through their speeches to arouse and exploit preexisting feelings than to 
change them. 

It was on this “stage” that Lincoln cornered and “killed” his rival Douglas. 
As if trying to prevent disunion and fratricidal war, Lincoln between 1854 
and 1860 staged a ritual in which the fratricidal emotions of Americans (not 
excluding the South) could be satisfied by heaping upon this scapegoat re¬ 
sponsibility for all their problems and then symbolically murdering him. The 
accumulated tensions of many years might thereby be peaceably relieved. 
Lincoln s rivalry with Douglas might be interpreted in these terms, but it 
must be said that the effect did not fully match his apparent intent. Lincoln 
did manage eventually to cast Douglas aside and rise to power; the good son 
did defeat the bad one. But the social and psychological purposes of the ritual 
were not achieved. Not only did the fratricidal play fail to prevent actual 
fratricide, but Lincoln’s pursuit and defeat of Douglas actually contributed to 
the bringing of fratricidal war. 

It might seem that guilt was an inappropriate reaction to a murder that was 
symbolic and committed with the best of filiopietistic intent. That civil war 
followed soon upon it was an ironic, for it was an unintended, development 
that might have occurred had Lincoln not existed. But Lincoln’s emotional 
1 entl lcat * on ambitious men who became conscience-stricken murderers 
makes more sense when we recall that [in the Springfield Lyceum address] 
he did wish to “kill” the fathers, whose memory blocked his own chances for 
immortality, and that in order to banish this unacceptable desire he projected 
it onto a mythical patricidal figure whom he must be prepared to slay in 
order to save the fathers’ work. Now the figure at last appeared and was slain 
according to expectation . 9 But surely no sensitive person could have failed 
entirely to see that the symbolic murder, which led to power but also to war 
was required more by displaced homicidal wishes than by any objective 
danger Douglas and his friends posed to republican institutions. 

From the late 1830s, when he made the Lyceum speech, until 1854, the 
year of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, Lincoln was on the edge of the history that 
was being made. To be sure, he served a term in Congress from 1847 to 1849, 
but to note it only calls attention to the peripheral role he played in the 
politics of the time. Unlike Douglas, he was not identified with territorial 
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expansion, real estate speculation, railroad promotion, or the other quests 
that constituted “the spirit of the age.” Outwardly he lived the live of re¬ 
spectable middle-class Whiggery, rising to prominence and prosperity in 
Springfield, Illinois; marrying well, raising a family, and buying a house at 
the corner of Eighth and Jackson streets, which he expanded through the 
years in accordance with his needs and rising status. Every outward sign 
indicated that the national political situation would keep his life on that 
course. He seemed resigned to this, declaring in 1852 that the nation has 
passed its perils, and is free, prosperous, and powerful. 10 

The events of 1854 and afterward changed the course of Lincoln’s life. 
They gave him a role to play that comported with and allowed him to 
exploit—his filiopiety, his ambition, and his prophecy of the emergence of 
the bad son. They gave him an opportunity to mediate between the conflict¬ 
ing desires of Americans—toward the restoration of the security of childhood 
on the one hand and the achievement of democratic manhood on the other. 
They put him in position to attempt to resolve simultaneously the crisis of 
the Union, the post-heroic problem, and his own psychological dilemma. He 
succeeded ultimately in all of these efforts, although not in the way that he 
intended. 

By Inspiring the creation of the Republican party, the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act gave Lincoln a vehicle to ride to power. In their opposition to the 
extension of slavery and in their policies generally, the Republicans appealed 
to the diverse psychological needs of the American people in a way that the 
Whigs—and for that matter the post-Jackson Democrats had never been 
able to do. The Whigs had presented themselves as the party of preservation. 
The Republicans presented themselves as the party of restoration. They 
claimed to stand “precisely on the ground upon which... Washington and 
Jefferson stood.” 11 They sought to “roll back the governments of the nation 
and the States to the principles and policy of our revolutionary fathers. 
Like preservation, restoration denotes conservative goals. Unlike preserva¬ 
tion, restoration requires activist means. Preservation and action seemed to 
many Americans to be incompatible desires. Republicans now argued that 
they were complementary. 

A debate that occurred in 1858 between Rufus Choate, a sentimentalist 
who had moved from the moribund Whigs to become a Buchanan Democrat, 
and James Russell Lowell, a Young America spokesman who had joined the 
Republican camp, illustrates the matter. Countering an assertion made by 
Choate that the new party was guilty of irreverence for the past, Lowell 
repeated the by-then familiar party line that “the object of the Republicans is 
to bring back the policy and practice of the Republic to some nearer agree¬ 
ment with the traditions of the fathers.” But the lesson Lowell found in those 
traditions was hardly the sentimental one of “forbearance, submission, and 
waiting for God’s good time.” Rather the “tradition is rebellion,” he claimed, 
bringing into conjunction two words that sentimentalists saw as opposites. 
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The past to which the Republicans would return was not the domesticated 
past of conserv ative fantasy, but one resembling the masculine past Emerson 
summoned to mind when he gazed at the portrait of Washington. “That is 
the America which the Fathers conceived, and it is that to which the children 
look forward.” The difference Lowell saw between the sentimentalists and 
the Republicans was that for the former the Revolution was to be remem- 
bered. For the latter it was a set of principles that the sons must act out and 
translate into policy. 13 

Thus, to put the matter in more personal terms, the Republicans presented 
a formula that taught people how to be both men and good sons. The dictates 
of filiopiety required that the nation, now in great danger, be saved. In the 
process the needs of ambition could simultaneously be fulfilled. The object of 
the Republicans was regeneration—to give birth in accordance with tradi¬ 
tion. Since giving birth had been the act of the fathers that had originally 
marked off the generations, the act that had made their fame both possible 
and permanent, and since the sons had worried that they could never play a 
similar role, the Republicans offered nothing less than the resolution of a 
central dilemma of the age. Manhood and fulfilled ambition for this genera¬ 
tion could be achieved by saving the nation and restoring it to the original 
republican purity from which it had departed—by giving it, to anticipate 
here, “a new birth of freedom.” 

Of all Republicans, Lincoln was in the best position, in terms of his own 
political beliefs, his personality, and his geographical location, to exploit the 
opportunities that generated the party. Richard Hofstadter once showed how 
Lincoln was able simultaneously to appeal to people who were hostile to 
slavery (he said it was wrong and must someday die) and to people who were 
hostile to blacks (he said he opposed their becoming socially or politically 
equal to whites) by insisting with regard to slavery and implying with regard 
to blacks that the territories not be ruined by either. 14 Lincoln was similarly 
able to appeal to Young America types who wanted action and manhood, and 
to sentimentalists who wanted the restoration of, and regression to, a sup¬ 
posedly more secure past. It is true that he sometimes disparaged both casts 
of mind. He derided Young America for its “great passion—a perfect rage— 
for the new. ” 15 He believed the sentimentalists overestimated or at least 
talked too much about the danger to the Union. He regretted their willing¬ 
ness to make almost any concession to avoid the conflict they feared, thereby 
reversing the divine rule, and calling, not the sinners, but the righteous to 
repentence—such as invocations to Washington, imploring men to unsay 
what Washington said, and undo what Washington did.” Certainly he 
counted himself among the Union savers. “But when I go to Union saving, I 
must believe... that the means I employ has some adaptation to the end.”' 16 
Sentimentalist encouragement of regression alone was not an effective meanc 
because it represented the search for security and order that Lincoln believed 
contributed to a climate hospitable to a tyrant. Sentimentalists tended only to 
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prolong the crisis. Moreover, Lincoln always insisted that it was not enough 
merely to save the Union; it must be “worthy of the saving.” 17 

Yet, if he identified with neither, in many ways Lincoln’s character com¬ 
bined traits that the two mentalities considered antagonistic. He was the 
masculine, rugged rail-splitter of the West and (to some people) he would 
become the bearded patriarch. But the beard was offset by the shawl, and 
Herndon’s picture of Lincoln going to market wearing that garment, carrying 
a basket and with children in tow, casts up a domesticated image indeed. 18 
Horace White said that Lincoln’s nature was “one of almost child-like sweet¬ 
ness,” 19 and Seward observed that he had “a curious vein of sentiment run¬ 
ning through his thought which is his most valuable mental attribute.’ 20 
Francis Parkman also noticed these qualities, although not with favor. Ac¬ 
cording to one of Parkman’s contemporaries, Lincoln failed to meet his stan¬ 
dard that men should be masculine and women feminine. “This wish always 
to keep the two types, mutually complementary, separate and apart, lay at 
the bottom of his putting Washington so much higher than Lincoln as a hero; 
for the womanly tenderness of Lincoln seemed to him out of place.’ 21 But as 
the changing image of Washington suggests, many people in the 1850s wel¬ 
comed a blending of “the two types.” If Lincoln had consciously set out to fit 
his persona to the androgynous tendencies of the time, he could scarcely have 
done better than he did. 

In his words and personality he merged the cult of domesticity with the 
mainly Republican theory that a conspiracy existed to extend slavery, a 
process that modified both cult and theory. People like Harriet Beecher 
Stowe and Edward Everett were counterpolitical sentimentalists uncomfort¬ 
able with ideology. People like Salmon P. Chase and, much of the time, 
William Henry Seward were political ideologues uncomfortable with senti¬ 
ment. Lincoln was at ease with both. Originating little, he borrowed from, 
adapted, and mixed both strains to express his own understanding of the 
danger to the nation and how to end it forever. As if sensing the regressive 
desires present among members of his generation, he encouraged them by 
creating a public fantasy that corresponded not only with the reality of 
political developments and his own needs, but also with the child’s fantasy of 
the monster coming into the house—a monumental case of “regression in the 
service of the ego.” That is, unlike the sentimentalists who cast up images of 
terror as warnings, Lincoln seemed to understand that they could be used to 
reach and to work through adult problems. By a ritualistic working out of 
what we may call the fantasy of the besieged house, Americans could exploit 
their regressive urges to get beyond the problems that had set them on that 
course in the first place. 22 

Lincoln agreed with other Republicans that the Kansas-Nebraska Act rep¬ 
resented a repudiation of the slavery policy of the fathers, which he insisted 
had remained essentially' intact until the mounting of this assault. His own 
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version of the fathers’ record on slavery was that they generally abhorred it 
and placed it on the road to eventual extinction. They made to the institution 
only such concessions (protecting it in the Constitution, permitting it in some 
territories) as necessity (the need to create and preserve the Union, or the 
existence of slavery already in a given area) dictated. It was the duty of the 
sons, Lincoln went on to say, to follow both parts of the fathers’ policy. 
Although the abolitionists might deplore it, they must follow the fathers in 
upholding the arrangements they made to protect slavery in the states that 
chose to have it. Although slaveholders and advocates of popular sovereignty, 
among others, might deplore it, they must also follow the fathers in pursuit 
of their ultimate goal. This meant, in practical terms, that they must keep 
slavery out of areas into which it had not already spread. 23 

Until 1854, according to Lincoln, the policy of the fathers had been suc¬ 
cessfully working in two different ways. First, it was achieving its goal. The 
“public mind” assumed that slavery was “in course of ultimate extinction.” 
The second result followed from the first. Because the public mind so as¬ 
sumed, “all was peace and quiet.... A long course of peace and prosperity 
seemed to lie before us.” The Kansas-Nebraska Act marked a great and 
mistaken departure from this course, a departure that defined the task of 
Lincoln and all other good sons: slavery must be placed again where the 
fathers left it. But the Kansas-N ebraska Act was not just a case of bad 
judgment, although it was that. Nor was it only an example of degeneration 
from “the high republican faith of our ancestors,” although it was that too. 24 
In addition to both, and much more to be feared than either, the Kansas- 
Nebraska legislation was an insidious act that could be explained only as a 
deliberate assault on republican institutions. 

Opponents of the Kansas-N ebraska bill argued from the start that it was 
the brainchild of a “slave power conspiracy” which sought to extend the sway 
of the despotic institution. 25 Lincoln, too, eventually adopted a conspiratorial 
explanation for the law, but it is important to realize that his version of 
conspiracy differed in important respects from the prevailing one, which 
focused on the machinations of the slaveholding class. He asserted that a 
cabal of mainly Northern Democrats, which dominated the federal govem- 
ment and counted Stephen A. Douglas, Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, 
and Roger B. Taney among its leaders, was plotting to transform slavery 
from an institution that was transitory, sectional, and limited to blacks, into 
one that would become perpetual, national, and perhaps even biracial. The 
Kansas-Nebraska Act was the first blow. When the nation after three years 
got more or less used to that, the cabal delivered the second: the opinion of 
the Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision, which stated that Congress 
could not bar slavery from the territories. The third and worst blow, Lincoln 
said in 1858, “is probably coming, and will soon be upon us.” He expected 
that once the American people had learned to live with the Dred Scott deci- 
sion, the Supreme Court would then move to strike down the antislavery 
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constitutions of the free states, thereby making slavery in effect a national 
institution. 26 

In legalistic terms, the case for the existence of a conspiracy began with the 
construction of what Lincoln considered to be superfluous language in the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act. The law stated that its “true intent and meaning” was 
“not to legislate slavery into any Territory or State, nor to exclude it there¬ 
from, but to leave the people thereof perfectly free to form and regulate their 
domestic institutions in their own way, subject only to the Constitution of 
the United States.” 27 Lincoln asserted that the reference to “State” in this 
clause was suspicious since no state was the object of the legislation, and in 
any case the power of states over slavery had never before been seriously 
questioned. The second superfluous passage was “subject only to the Con¬ 
stitution,” since no one could have doubted it. Lincoln saw the entire section 
of the law as the herald of eventual Supreme Court decisions interpreting the 
Constitution to say that the people in neither territories nor states were free to 
prohibit slavery. 28 

Popular sovereignty, according to Lincoln, was a superficially appealing 
phrase that was actually a hideous misnomer, for it was designed to provide 
an ideological curtain behind which the plotters schemed. Contrary to its 
claims, popular sovereignty had nothing to do with government by the con¬ 
sent of the governed, which Lincoln always considered to be the “leading 
principle... of American republicanism.” 29 It pointed instead toward 
tyranny. The application of the doctrine to the problem of slavery in the 
territories demonstrated the point. People who wished to carry slaves into the 
territories did not propose to ask their consent either to be slaves or to go to 
the territories. 

Lincoln’s conspiracy theory, which was central in his political thought at 
perhaps the crucial point in his career, has usually been an object of puzzle¬ 
ment and even embarrassment to scholars, because it seems to have so little to 
do with the events it purported to explain. 30 His analysis virtually ignored and 
by implication ruled out two other dangerous possibilities that loomed much 
more obviously and were far more often stressed by nearly everyone else. 
First, of course, was the fear of disunion and subsequent civil war that we 
have already considered. The second usually receives far less attention for the 
simple reason that, unlike the first, It was not eventually realized. This was 
the possibility that acquiescence in popular sovereignty would revive expan¬ 
sionist pressures, leading the South (or the “slave power” in some formula¬ 
tions) to demand the acquisition of new territories—Cuba for example— 
hospitable to slavery. This was an obvious prospect and a prevalent concern 
throughout the 1850s. Douglas himself made the possibility credible with his 
repeated insistence that further territorial expansion to the south was certain. 
He thereby left himself open to the charge, which some of his opponents did 
not fail to push, that he was a lackey in the service of an expansionist slavoc- 
racy. 
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These prevailing formulations of danger stressed the sectional nature of the 
crisis. Lincoln s analysis did not. Indeed, of all the major actors in the politics 
of the 1850s, Lincoln was the least inclined to interpret the recurrent crises in 
sectional terms. Bom in a slave state and married to a woman bom and raised 
m a slave state, he always had great empathy for the South. He seemed to go 
out of his way to stress that geography and economics, rather than a superior 
character, distinguished the Northern record on slavery from that of the 
Southern. “We are not better... than they.” He said that the people of the 
South were “just what we would be in their situation” and that there were no 
more “tyrants... in the slave States than in the free.” 31 He also avoided 
appearing to take seriously the danger of secession. Several times after 1854 
he dismissed, occasionally with derision, the possibility of disunion. “All this 
talk about the dissolution of the Union is humbug—nothing but folly,” he 
said at one point. “The people of the South,” he said at another, “have too 
much of good sense, and good temper, to attempt the ruin of the government, 
rather than see it administered as it was... by the men who made it.” Even 
after secession had occurred, he insisted in public that “the crisis is... artifi¬ 
cial and he evidently underestimated the danger of war between the sections 
until the American Civil War itself was actually upon him. 32 

For all that, Lincoln was not oblivious to the possibility of disunion and 
civil war, although like many Northerners he tended to take the double 
prospect less seriously with each passing year that it was threatened but 
never came to pass. He said in 1854 that the failure to restore the Missouri 
restriction would signify the end of the compromise spirit “which first gave 
us the constitution, and which has thrice saved the Union.” Without that 
spirit, the sections would rapidly become polarized. It was easy to envision 
the bouth flushed with triumph and tempted to excesses; the North, be¬ 
trayed, as they believe, brooding on wrong and burning for revenge. One 
side will provoke; the other resent. The one will taunt, the other defy; one 
[aggresses], the other retaliates”—and so events would move, to their oft- 
predicted calamitous end . 33 In 1855 Lincoln seemed at least briefly to despair 
that the slavery problem could ever be resolved peaceably. He came to think 
that there is no peaceful extinction of slavery in prospect for us”—a predic¬ 
tion that, if not the same thing as an expectation of civil war, is certainly 
consistent with such an expectation and with few others . 34 Lincoln was not 
unaware, either, of the possibility of renewed expansion. It is true that not 
until after his election as president in 1860 did he show much interest in the 
prospect that popular sovereignty could lead to the acquisition of new terri¬ 
tory for slavery. But at that point this seemed to surpass the danger of the 
northward spread of slavery in his thinking about the effects of Douglas’s 
doctrines . 35 ° 

If Lincoln understood these dangers, why did he neglect to stress them? A 
plausible answer is that they did not share one crucial factor with his analysis 
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of passing events. Regardless of the connection it did or did not bear to the 
politics of the 1850s, Lincoln’s interpretation comported with his preexisting 
needs and ideas and the others did not. He had been disposed throughout his 
adult life to expect a certain kind of crisis. The Kansas-Nebraska Act broug t 
events into phase with his expectations. He clearly sensed t is. 1S c ar g es 
against Douglas accorded precisely with the dangers predicted m the Lyceum 
speech. It was, after all, “Douglas and his friends” who moved the slaveiy 
question “from the position in which our fathers originally placed it. 1 his 
move was not made in good faith. By his policies and his arguments or t em, 
which were u the van-guard—the miners, and sappers—of returning des- 
potism,” 37 Douglas had proven himself to be an enemy of the true meaning 
of the Revolution. The bad son of the Lyceum prophecy had at last appeared 
to make his assault upon the fathers’ institutions. 

Stephen A. Douglas—a man Lincoln knew even before he made the 
prophecy, and a proven spokesman for the majontanan ethos: this was a 
potential despot? He may not seem particularly tyrannical or even dangerous 
to us, but we must recall that the despot’s role, a projection of Lincoln s own 
wishes, existed and needed to be played. The emotional charge from within 
shaped what Lincoln came to see in Douglas as much as or more than Doug¬ 
las’s actions or character shaped Lincoln’s attitude toward hirm Douglas 
needed to do little more than pass across Lincoln’s established field of vision 
in order to be recognized as the long-threatened danger and cast into e 
well-delineated image. A rough congruence sufficed. There was one dif¬ 
ference between Douglas and the tyrant of prophecy, and it made Douglas all 
the more dangerous: his methods were covert. The imagined figure ° 
1836 would tear down the fathers’ temple of liberty. Douglas shirks th 
responsibility of pulling the house down, but he digs under it that it may fall 
of its own weight.” 38 It was his burrowing method that made Douglas, who 
seemed so genial and even jolly, so fearsome in fact. ™ 

dangerous enemy of liberty, because the most insidious one. That Doug¬ 
las did not seem to present a threat to republican institutions was no obstac: e 
to conspiracy theories. Conspirators, of course, go out of their way to hide 
their real purposes, which suggests, paradoxically, that Douglas could have 
avoided Lincoln’s charge only by agreeing with it. 

Like the possible success of the tyrant in Lincoln’s prophecy so now the 
results of the conspiratorial effort would depend heavily on a gathering indif¬ 
ference to the principles and safeguards of liberty. Douglas s famous claim 
indifference to whether or not slavery spread was a cloak that covered real 
zeal” for the expansion of the blight. The strategy behind popular sovereignty 
was the “debauching of public sentiment”—to wear down the love of hberty 
and make people indifferent to it by blurring the distinction between liberty 
and despotism. Popular sovereignty was “calculated to break down the very 
idea of a free government, even for white men, and to undermine the very 
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of l terty m one context were on the way to indifference to liberty generally, 

which opened the way to tyranny. 40 75 ' 

Doughs’s interpretation of the Declaration of Independence was meant to 

wriiln h “ n° WnWard process - He took the position that when the fathers had 
written all men are created equal,” they had in mind only the equality of 

Americans and Englishmen and were not referring to American blacks, most 

iTds^n me T mUed aS , SlaVeS ' 41 T ° LinC ° ,n ’ Wh ° interpreted the 

Movement t ° ^ a f men ' th e passage was the statement of an ideal, 

rile nT i f th , e ld was the ver y P urpose of a free society. Moreover, 

PlaCCd ^ thC f ° Unding document as an obstacle 
rimt! P u7 W ° U d ' be t > ?rants ’ “ a stumbling block to those who in after 
traes might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful paths of des- 

trivialize thip^'" ' " “ me "* ° ne ° f his »“ » 

,lt tiTtt' a T k t d liberl3 '” iK mOSt vulnCTabl ‘' point and its most 
Dronheri H \ H r e ^ ^ Cnemies of libert y understood (as Lincoln had 
prophesied in the Lyceum speech) that prosperity dulled sensitivity to en- 

s ZZTlZT P ° m f Poriicularly abstract, piec.mTal, »“d 

thar*W d h encroachments upon the rights of others. Lincoln worried 

appreckte—ler'al ^ C ^ ” Americans would b * nnable to 

J? ... , a one act against—the dangers they faced . 43 Douglas and 

thev thou^ gan n b,aCkS and Wkh the remote territories because 

did 7 not ohv- ^ C ,? U d ?° Unt ° n 3 raciSt societ 7 to acquiesce in a move that 
did not obviously, directly, and immediately affect them. 

re^eff^r^U-° f ^ Americans could ™>t b ^ roused to a sustained 
n 7 C r m ^ them that the issue in the territories was whether or 

questioTof^r T VC f f ght g ° there> n ° r CVen ^ tellin ? them that the 
Se encomn a r ° n , ^ the territ0ries was the sKnnish line 

Republic TLev g Itl ^ Sg °T thC fUtUrC ° f black slavet 7 in the entire 
own liherrv * A ““ d ^ aroused onl y lf they were made to feel that their 

were at stake - 11 was precisel y here that Lincoln 

r r:r * P ° Wer cons P lrac y tdea to fit his own structure of thought 

^e a^edTndT 11011 *,?“ * ** Dedaration ‘^Independence 

Stop^ S’the n^ re >T n ° ,° nger be any barrier to others - “ Ir does not 
stop with the negro, he warned. “Is the white man quite certain that the 

S' d27J1\7 7™ 7 P ° n him t0 ° ? ” SuccessfuI in their immediate 
q g and his friends would soon besiege the white man’s house. 

cunning tyrant'XrisS! 44 ° Wn mdependenCe ’ and become the fit subjects of the first 



ABRAHAM LINCOLN 


193 


Nowhere did Lincoln more effectively vivify this set of perceptions and 

fears than in the famous opening passage of the House Divided speech of 
1858. More than that, his words at this point revealed his strategy for involv¬ 
ing the people generally in his own struggle. “We are now far into th e fifth 
year,” he began, 

since a policy was initiated, with the avowed object, and confident promise, of putting 

an end to slavery agitation. , 

Under the operation of that policy, that agitation has not only, not ceased, but has 

constantly augmented. . 

In my opinion, it will not cease, until a crisis shall have been reached, and passed. 

“A house divided against itself cannot stand. 

I believe this government cannot endure, permanently half slave and hilt free. 

I do not expect the Union to be dissolved —l do not expect the house to fall —but 1 do 
expect it will cease to be divided. 

It will become all one thing, or all the other. 

Either the opponents of slavery, will arrest the further spread of it, and place it where 
the public mind shall rest in the belief that it is in course of ultimate extinction; or its 
advocates will push it forward, till it shall become alike lawful m all the States, old as 
well as new—North as well as South. 

Have we no tendency to the latter condition? 45 

The passage says that the agitation that began with the Kansas-Nebraska 
Act in 1854 will not continue indefinitely. It will move toward a crisis that 
will be resolved in one of two ways. Either slavery will thrive and become 
legal everywhere, or the spread of slavery will be halted, leading to a consen¬ 
sus that the institution is on the way to eventual disappearance. The present 
tendency of events is toward the former result. Once the crisis is resolved, 
agitation will cease. The course of events will seem so firmly set that there 
will be no cause for agitation to continue. The quoted passage is more pes¬ 
simistic than otherwise, but the tenor of the entire speech is actually optimis 
tic, reflecting Lincoln’s confidence in the outcome of the conflict. “The result 
is not doubtful,” he says in closing. “ Wise councils may accelerate or mistakes 
delay it, but, sooner or later the victory is sure to come.” 46 That is, good and 
evil are engaged in a desperate struggle. There will be suspense about the 
outcome for a time, but good will triumph in the end. This formulation is 
unmistakably melodramatic, as was the ritual it implied. In order to make his 
ideas available to the public and involve it in his own concerns Lincoln 
dramatized the demons of his mind according to the dictates of popular 

culture. # , 

Thus Douglas in many ways resembled the villains of melodrama, who 
smilingly attempted to get people within their clutching powers by cloaking 
their evil motives under sacred principles. Lincoln cast himself into the re P~ 
resentative role of the good son who attempted to do no more than defend the 
fathers’ house against usurpation by tyranny. In exploiting the popularity of 
melodrama in this way he was hardly unique. The lines between drama and 
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oratory were never clearly fixed in the nineteenth century. 47 Some of the 
most popular plays contain long set speeches that were indistinguishable 
from oratory. Some politicians, who after all had as much need to hold 
popular attention as playwrights did, cast complex political and constitu- 
tional questions into the stock situations and stock language of popular thea¬ 
ter. 48 

In his important study of ancient Greek drama, Gerald Else has argued 
that the genre of tragedy developed out of oratory as the result of an attempt 
to revivify the epic tradition, which was losing its hold on a society given over 
to the making of money. In successive steps, Solon, Thespis, and Aeschylus 
invented the new form to keep the people of Athens in emotional contact 
with their ancient myths. 49 I have been arguing here that American orators 
and other writers experienced similar apprehensions and made similar efforts 
to keep Americans in emotional contact with their own already mythic ori¬ 
gins. In the American case the attempt to restore the past through art did not 
lead to the invention of a new genre but to the exploitation of an existing one. 
In their effort to involve the American people emotionally in their own 
restorationist desires, American politicians increasingly tended verbally to 
structure the crisis according to the conventions of melodrama. Indeed, it is 
only a slight exaggeration to say that by the end of the 1850s, the crisis of the 
Union not only imitated, but had become, a work of art, with the paradoxical 
result that as the crisis grew more serious its seriousness grew more difficult 
to measure. For the crisis grew to resemble drama at a time when drama was 
itself far gone into what the age referred to negatively as theatricality. “No¬ 
body now, on entering one of our theatres, expects to see the mirror held up 
to nature, or society,” a critic observed with regret in 1856. Attacking “the 
false and the forced” on the stage, he continued: “All men do not growl and 
frown their emotions in private life; but upon the stage, they all must do so. 
All women do not gasp and shriek their joy or sorrow by the domestic hearth; 
but upon the stage they all must do so.” 50 

Emerging early in the nineteenth century, melodrama was tragedy that 
had been reworked (some would say debased) by sentimentality. It grabbed 
and held the attention of its audience by developing ordinary situations into a 
series of sensational incidents linked together by sentimental dialogue. The 
juxtaposition of the plausible and the implausible permitted the audience the 
luxury of sympathetic feelings unrestrained by the reality of personal respon- 
sibdity or danger. Freed from any burden of involvement, they could be 
moved to weep delicious (and surely communing) tears for misfortunes that, 
although perfectly recognizable, were not theirs. 

Plots of melodramatic plays typically involve a dastardly assault on familial 
ties or the sanctity of the home. All evil in the world is embodied in a stock 
villain whose malevolence, highlighted by his strenuous pretenses to virtue, 
is obvious throughout to everyone but his should-be antagonists. He praises 
the values of his victims in order to put them offguard. But he always fails 
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ultimately, when the hero blocks, though barely in time, his wicked designs. 
Melodrama is a celebration both of virtue, which can be counted on to 
prevail, and of its audience, which is assumed to possess already the values 
represented by the protagonist. That the outcome is known in advance does 
nothing to diminish either suspense or the emotional nature of the course to 
the result. Indeed, it is the very certainty that the threatened calamity will 
not materialize that permits the temporary sway (and surely the vicarious 
enjoyment) of evil and danger. At the same time this certainty implies that 
evil, although the focus of everyone’s concern, is not to be taken too se¬ 
riously. Melodrama strikes an implied bargain with its audience based on the 
premise of escape from the real world; part of the suspense it engineers is the 
suspension of reality itself. Play and audience agree: we know that the world 
is not like this, but it suits us for the moment to pretend that it is. 

Because for us the chaos of political events in the 1850s is structured into 
coherence by the Civil War that followed, we tend to forget that people 
witnessing the occurrence of those same events had to turn elsewhere for 
structuring devices. Melodrama helped to perform that function; it also could 
organize emotions and provide some of the satisfactions of action without the 
dangers. Yet in the act of imposing structure on the seeming randomness of 
events, melodrama distorted the passing scene in crucial ways. In seeing the 
world as a contest between virtue and vice, it grossly simplified complex 
problems and lent support to the idea that all adverse change was ultimately 
caused by the malevolence of a few individuals rather than anything grander, 
less personal, or beyond the control of the will and efforts of good men. In 
seeing virtue as unfailingly triumphant, it encouraged an optimistic view of 
events that permitted people to take a passive stance toward them, and to 
doubt that the crisis must be taken altogether seriously. 

Lincoln in the House Divided passage and elsewhere took these risks with 
the plainly calculated hope that the crisis of the Union would be redefined— 
and ended. He repeatedly suggested that the locus of the problem facing the 
Republic was “the public mind” and that the solution he sought was to put 
that mind at “rest.” 51 If he could move public opinion to a certain kind of 
expectation, events would then take care of themselves. Thus in Lincoln’s 
view two issues dominated the crisis of the Union as he challenged Douglas 
for the Senate in 1858. Whether slavery would in fact expand—its actual 
future—was one of them, but more immediately pressing was the question of 
public opinion on whether slavery should or should not expand. To settle the 
second would (he believed) settle the first. Thus to Lincoln the crisis ulti¬ 
mately involved a question of sensibility. 

In an undated fragment found among his papers he wrote that American 
prosperity (by which he evidently meant well-being in a very broad sense) 
rested on the Constitution and the Union, but these in turn rested on the love 
of liberty “entwining itself more closely about the human heart.” It was this 
sentiment, and not simply the desire for independence, that drove “our 
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fathers” to fight, 52 It was this sentiment that Douglas was seeking to destroy. 
Lincoln did not disagree with the sentimentalists’ central idea that feeling was 
the great conservative social force, and he sought, as they did, a solution that 
was fundamentally emotional. “To the salvation of this Union, there needs 
but one single thing,” he told an audience in Indiana in 1861: “the hearts of a 
people likeyours.” 53 The people must be emotionally involved. What better 
way to achieve this than to evoke and dramatize the powerful fantasy of the 
besieged house? 

To Lincoln, as to others, the house metaphor was a conventional way of (as 

e put it) figuratively expressing the Union.” In his rhetoric after 1854 he 
often spoke of political matters in the language of domesticity. Government 
was “national house-keeping,” the nation, “our national homestead.” Cast 
into domestic terms the problem of class conflict proved to be no problem at 
all: “Let not him who is houseless pull down the house of another; but let him 
a or diligently and build one for himself, thus by example assuring that his 
own shall be safe from violence when built.” Slavery he called “an element of 
division in the house.” “By the Nebraska bill, a door has been opened for the 
spread of slavery m the Territories.” 54 Like Harriet Beecher Stowe, Lincoln 
used domestic imagery to bring complex political issues to people in their 
own ancient and daily language, thereby enabling and finally compelling 
them to feel the slavery problem as their problem. 

Although he agreed with the Union-saving sentimentalists that “the Union 
is a ouse divided against itself, Lincoln reworked their image for his own 
purposes. In his hands it ceased to be a warning of disunion to be inevitably 
followed by civil war. It became instead a warning that Douglas and his allies 
were conspiring to destroy liberty—a vety different danger. The sentimen¬ 
talists warned of separating brothers who would end up fighting each other. 
As if sensing that this prospect was almost as attractive as it was horrible (and 
t us tru y dangerous in a political situation where the brake of compromise 
no longer worked), Lincoln reimagined the danger so as to divest it of all 
possible appeal. He invoked the deeper, primordial fear of the monster trying 
to get into the house. 

To convey an adequate sense of the danger he saw, Lincoln on more than 
one occasion associated Douglas, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and slavery gen¬ 
erally with the imagery of monsters. Douglas’s position on slavery in the 
territories was “monstrous” and a “serpent.” When Douglas asserted that 
despite the Dred Scott decision the people of a territory could keep slavery out 
by passing unfriendly legislation, Lincoln responded that “there has never 
been so monstrous a doctrine uttered from the mouth of a respectable man.” 
When it came upon us,” Lincoln said of the predatory Kansas-Nebraska 
legislation, ‘ all was peace and quiet.” The idea of extending slavery was “the 
great Behemoth of danger.” Slavery itself was a “monstrous injustice.” Lin¬ 
coln once compared the institution to a “venomous snake” which if found “in 
bed with my children,”—his image for the existing situation in the South— 
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he would treat with surpassing caution. But if the snake were found out on 
the prairie, no one would U put it in bed with other children, I think we d kill 
it!” 56 

Lincoln thus set up a confrontation between good and evil, but good did 
not correspond to North, nor evil to South. Because the metaphor of the 
house divided has almost always been used in this historical context to refer 
to the conflict between the sections, it was and is natural, although incorrect, 
to assume that like everyone else Lincoln was talking about disunion. Noth¬ 
ing about the reaction to the House Divided speech so perplexed him as the 
prevalent interpretation that he was talking about coming civil war. “I said no 
such thing and... I thought of no such thing,” he insisted. The famous 
passage is clear on the point: “I do not expect the Union to he dissolved I do 
not expect the house to fall. ” 57 People who thought the way Lincoln did, and 
evoked an image of the Republic as a besieged house, quite naturally did not 
tend to be preoccupied with the possibility of secession. The man who 
believes that his brother is trying to take all of the inheritance they were 
meant to share is not likely to spend time supposing that his brother is going 
to disappear altogether. Moreover, from the standpoint of arousing Northern 
emotions, the melodramatic formulation made strategic sense. It was easier to 
arouse people to the prospect of the house being taken over than to the less 
horrific, and progressively less plausible, prospect that the South would 
move out of it. 

From the start of the political conflict over slavery, it was obvious that the 
stakes of the sections in its outcome were very different. It was a com¬ 
monplace for Southerners to say, as one did to a Northerner at its climax, 
that “with us the question at issue involves our property, our lives, and those 
of our families, while with you it is but a political abstraction.” Southerners 
claimed that they were defending homes and firesides “as if... hordes of 
insatiable desperadoes threatened domestic security.” 58 Henry Clay re¬ 
minded Northerners in 1850 that they were “safely housed, enjoying all the 
blessings of domestic comfort, peace, and quiet in the bosom of their own 
families.” Southerners, on the other hand, lived with a sense of siege, a fear 
that as a result of antislavery agitation, their dwellings would be attacked and 
burned. 59 Lincoln appreciated the way that the fire-eaters were able to 
“maintain apprehension among the Southern people that their homes, and 
firesides, and lives, are... endangered” by the abolitionist- and Black 
Republican-inspired monster of slave insurrection. 60 

It was precisely because there was no plausible way any longer to argue 
that Northern homes were in any sense similarly endangered by prose¬ 
cessionists that Lincoln attempted to restructure the conflict along party 
rather than sectional lines. 61 Except for Taney, who came from Maryland, 
the men Lincoln named as conspirators were all Northerners. They were also 
all Democrats. Partisan conflict adhered to a ritual of its own that promised 
to move toward a resolution that was both decisive (which sectional conflict 
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had never been) and peaceful (which sectional conflict was no longer so likely 
to be). Thus to place the struggle on a party basis was to take advantage of the 
built-in and well-practiced ways that parties handled aggressive tensions, 
channeling them toward the climax of an election which produced a result 
that normally dissipated those tensions rather than escalated them to vio¬ 
lence. 

Lincoln set up a conflict that implicitly defined its own resolution—the 
defeat of the villain or, in more prosaic electoral terms, the defeat of Douglas, 
the Democrats, and popular sovereignty, and the triumph of the principle of 
the federal prohibition of slavery extension. The purpose of the formulation 
of the besieged but rescuable house was not to solve intractable problems of 
race relations. It was not intended to solve the problem of slavery for the 
slave or for the slaveholder, but to solve it for Northern whites in psychologi- 
cal terms by permitting their minds to rest in the belief that slavery was back 
where it had been in the beginning days of the Republic. This was what 
Lincoln meant by the restoration of the house. Thus in meeting the danger of 
the possible extension of slavery by popular sovereignty and, even more, the 
triumph of despotism, the good (but up to now passively preserving) sons 
were given a chance to act at last by rescuing and restoring the fathers’ work. 

Countless times after 1854 Lincoln made statements to the effect that 
Republican policy is exactly the policy of the men who made the Union. 
Nothing more and nothing less.” 62 He sought only to "reinaugurate the good 
old central ideas of the Republic,” and to “restore the government to the 
policy of the fathers. 63 In broad terms, the Republicans, once in office, 
would treat you... like Washington, Jefferson, and Madison treated 
you.” 64 As for the slavery question in particular, “All I have asked or desired 
anywhere is that it should be placed back again upon the basis that the fathers 
of our government originally placed it upon.” 65 Placing slavery “where our 
fathers originally placed it” meant treating it in such a way that the public 
mind would conclude that the institution was on the road to eventual extinc- 
tion. 66 In New York City in 1860 he insisted that 

this is all Republicans ask—all Republicans desire—in relation to slavery. As those 
fathers marked it, so let it be again marked, as an evil not to be extended, but to be 
tolerated and protected only because of and only so far as its actual presence among us 
makes that toleration and protection a necessity. 67 

Restoration involved change at the level of policy, but more importantly it 
also involved emotional regeneration. “Let me entreat you to come back,” 
Lincoln once pleaded in words that received wide distribution. “Return to 
the fountain whose waters spring close by the blood of the Revolution.” 68 

Resolving the crisis in this ritualistic way promised also to solve the prob¬ 
lem of the post-heroic generation—at least for some of its members. Action in 
the service of restoring slavery to the place it had held in the paternal vision 
would be a deed of heroic quality. “If we do this,” Lincoln believed, “we 
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shall not only have saved the Union; but we shall have so saved it.. . that the 
succeeding millions of free happy people, the world over, shall rise up, and 
call us blessed, to the latest generations.” 69 He, of course, received the im¬ 
mortality he desired, although hardly in the way he intended or expected. 
The melodramatic ritual he created led not to a psychological solution to the 
crisis of the Union, but to secession and civil war. Thus it failed, and the 
failure was anything but innocuous. 

The results of the rivalry between Lincoln and Douglas are perhaps as well 
known as any other sequence of events in American political history. Lincoln 
narrowly lost to Douglas in the contest for the latter’s Senate seat in 1858. 
The formal result may have served briefly to hide, but it did not retard, the 
increasing erosion of Douglas’s centrist political base, a process that Lincoln 
assisted with effect. Douglas won reelection to the Senate at the cost of 
exacerbating his tense relationship with the Southern, proslavery wing of the 
Democratic party, which had been growing increasingly wary of him ever 
since he decided to oppose the proslavery Lecompton constitution in Kansas 
on the grounds that it did not represent the will of the people there. 70 
Strained as it was, however, this relationship in 1858 was not necessarily any 
further beyond repair than was Douglas’s relationship with the Northerners 
who burned him in effigy in 1854 only to talk four years later of supporting 
him for president after he took his anti-Lecompton stand. There was nothing 
preordained about the Southern rejection of his candidacy in 1860. Indeed, 
as Harry Jaffa has plausibly supposed, if Douglas in 1860 had seemed headed 
for victory, Southern Democrats probably would not have deserted the 
party. 71 Repudiating him would not bring them Kansas, but tolerating him 
might well bring them Cuba. By leading Douglas repeatedly to emphasize his 
belief that popular sovereignty was a means to free soil, Lincoln prevented 
Douglas from taking the steps to repair his standing with the South that this 
endlessly resourceful man might otherwise have been able to initiate. 

The second isolating effect of Lincoln’s pursuit was to prevent the offset¬ 
ting of Douglas’s Southern losses by Northern gains. As he approached his 
showdown with Lincoln, Douglas was attempting to win the backing both of 
Northerners who were willing to accept free soil in the territories as long as it 
did not threaten the Union, and of Northerners who very much wanted free 
soil but were not overly fastidious about the means of getting it. He was 
making gains in this direction, and by 1858 Douglas represented to many 
Northerners the prospect of free soil neither tainted by abolitionism nor 
accompanied by the danger of disunion. He was not without potentially 
expanding attraction, after all, to the vast middle of the electorate—many of 
them still wandering homelessly in search of political calm and security after 
the decay of the Whigs and the Know-Nothings—the very people, in other 
words, who were responding to appeals of the sort made by Edward Everett. 
In a famous Harper's Weekly article, published late in 1859, Douglas tried hard 
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to enhance his own restorationist credentials. But by evoking in vivid lan¬ 
guage the fear that Douglas offered neither calm nor free soil but continuing 
agitation, expanding slavery, and ultimately despotism, Lincoln reduced his 
opponents acceptability to the political center, probably by a decisive de- 

?«?« n‘ S r 17 T C1 , t0 su PP° se that if Li ncoln had not opposed him in 
1858, Douglas might have been able not only to retain but also expand his 
centrist base and wm the presidency in 1860. At the very least, this result 
would certainly have had the effect of postponing disunion and civil war, for 
with slavery restnctionists held at bay. Southern Democrats would have 
been (nominally at any rate) on the winning side of the electoral contest. 

." ““ sniggle with Douglas, Lincoln sought to restructure and help re- 
e crisis of the Union and also to win election to the United States 
Senate. He achieved neither object. Instead, within little more than two 
years he became president and led the Union into a civil war with the eleven 
Southern states that seceded from it. One o£ the three other candidates 

Ire m I, 1 " the eleCtion of 1860 was Stephen A. Douglas, the candi- 

left itIther^r^™ party ’ whose Southern leaders 

eft ,t rather than march behind him. He had long since lost any control over 

the current of political events; now he lost even the ability to ride it. In 1861, 

after watching helplessly as the country fell into the war he had both tried to 

cnmh nt , and h f dpe ? j° bnng ’ Doug,as became one of its first casualties. A 
combmation ofmalad.es not then or since clearly diagnosed carried him off in 
the first spring of the war. He was forty-eight years old. 

.. are tWO W *y s then ’ opposite sides of the same coin so to say, in 
ch the events of 1858 contributed to the coming of civil war. Everyone 

cnnr« S ^ P rominence Lincoln achieved in 1858 put him on the 

course (a winding one, to be sure) that led to his election to the presidency, 

is rht ‘ n . CUrn ‘ ed fusion, which in turn led to civil war. The second way 

nai It ° f the VktOI 7 that Douglas won in 1858 ironically 

narrowed his base and weakened his power, which led to the split of the 

s^uentT P f aity “ 1860 ’ which led ^ Lincoln’s election and to the sub- 

T ^ 15 2 SUbtlC differenCe in the nature of Lincoln’s role 

T U OI l S ’ and hi$ m ° ral Stature is P^haps affected by 
whether one emphasizes the first or the second. In the first, he appears to be 

struck^ bvSe h 6 ¥** mm‘ ha ? pe ? ed t0 be in a crucial P osit ion when he was 

y the historical lightning from a long-darkening sky. In the second 

stzrr a m< T ic,iv ' , 

sequence of events that might not otherwise have occurred. 

Tr "anal wed TT° f Lincoln’s dection, a writer calling himself “Procrustes, 
Jr. analyzed the long-term effects on a nation’s history of a heroic age and 

e °'? t T lts of ,hdr ^ ^ 

empted to imitate them whether or not the times required imitation “Such 
men create war for the purpose of showing their heroism. It is like setting a 
house on fire for the purpose of showing our skill in putting it out.” 72 People 
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who live in dull ages cast up imaginary challenges, so that they can meet 
them and demonstrate to themselves and others that they are not, after all, 
degenerate sons of heroic sires. Procrustes was writing about the national 
situation generally, and gave no sign that he had Lincoln in mind. Even if he 
had, one might respond that the challenge that preoccupied Lincoln was 
hardly imaginary, and that the house was already on fire when he came upon 
it. But to concede this is still to leave room for the possibility—which is what 
the writer evidently had in mind—that when an ambitious man perceives 
that because the house exists he cannot satisfy his ambition by building it, 
and that the only way he can rise is defensively, by saving it—that these 
circumstances increase the likelihood that he will tend, consciously or not, to 
create or contribute to a situation that will put the house in danger, thereby 
permitting him to act not only defensively but also heroically to save and 
restore it. 

If Lincoln had not played the role that he did, would the Republican party 
in Illinois in its first years have been more moderate than it was, thereby 
permitting the practical Douglas to avoid either breaking with the Buchanan 
administration or alienating the South? Would the Republicans in 1860 have 
nominated someone perceived to be more radical than Lincoln—say, William 
H. Seward of New York, who might have lost the election, thereby electing 
Douglas and blunting the secessionist drive? Would the Republicans have 
nominated someone perceived to be more moderate—say, Edward Bates of 
Missouri, whose election might not have inspired a secession movement that 
could not be peaceably contained? Would some other president have aban¬ 
doned Fort Sumter? Would peaceable reunion have eventually taken place if 
Fort Sumter had been abandoned? Of course we cannot know the answers to 
these questions, but that fact suggests the point: Abraham Lincoln, who had 
every reason to ask them and others, could not have known the answers to 
these questions either. What the questions reveal is that, step by barely 
perceptible step, symbolic fratricide edged over into the real thing, that there 
is a straight line from the melodrama of the house divided to the tragedy of 
the house divided. 
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THE HYSTERICALWOMAN 

Sex Roles and Role Conf lict in 
Nineteenth-CenturyAmerica 

Carroll Smith-Rosenberg 


No one would deny that medicine and psychology go together. Physical disabilities 
are sometimes exacerbated, if not caused, by psychological stress, and healing par¬ 
takes of both body and will. Historians have discovered in this relationship important 
source material: physical ailments and “mental illness” in the past tell us much about 
their social setting and the formulas—theoretical, folk, religious—that people used in 
dealing with them. Even the patient’s “role” as one who was sick (especially in 
discussing “madness”) reveals what a society considered acceptable and unacceptable 
behavior and may offer a clue as to how and why these parameters were established. 
Disease, the anthropologist Ruth Benedict wrote, is a cultural artifact. 

The next two essays demonstrate the value of Benedict’s theorem by tracing the 
definition and “style” of illness in nineteenth-century America and thereby help us 
to know more of the tensions within it. First Carroll Smith-Rosenberg explores a 
pattern of behavior among women that makes clear how limited the social roles of 
women were in those years. Like Stanley Elkins’s chapter on the slave personality, 
Smith-Rosenberg’s article serves as a methodological example of group analysis, 
where evidence and hypothesis recommend that one look for a common psychological 
experience. It, in turn, can lead to conclusions about the peculiar life circumstances of 
the group and thereby to an understanding of the society as a whole. 

Both this piece and the one following highlight conceptual questions that are espe¬ 
cially visible in psychohistory. Smith-Rosenberg works from our historical vantage 
point and uses current clinical concepts. But if our concepts are as much a part of our 
culture as those of our subjects were of theirs, does the use of our categories of 
analysis distort the historical artifact? 

Reprinted, with author’s revisions to section III, from Social Research: An International Quarterly 
of the Social Sciences 39 (Winter 1972):652-78, with permission of the publisher. 

This project was supported in part by grants from the National Institutes of Health and the 
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HYSTERIA was one of the classic diseases of the nineteenth century. It was 
a protean ailment characterized by such varied symptoms as paraplegia, 
aphonia, hemi-anaesthesia, and violent epileptoid seizures. Under the broad 
rubric of hysteria, nineteenth-century physicians gathered cases which might 
today be diagnosed as neurasthenia, hypochondriasis, depression, conversion 
reaction, and ambulatory schizophrenia. It fascinated and frustrated some of 
the century’s most eminent clinicians; through its redefinition Freud rose to 
international fame, while the towering reputation of Charcot suffered a com¬ 
parative eclipse. Psychoanalysis can historically be called the child of the 
hysterical woman. 

Not only was hysteria a widespread and—in the intellectual history of 
medicine significant disease, it remains to this day a frustrating and ever- 
changing illness. What was diagnosed as hysteria in the nineteenth century is 
not necessarily related to the hysterical character as defined in the twentieth 
century, or again to what the Greeks meant by hysteria when they christened 
the disease millennia ago. The one constant in this varied history has been the 
existence in virtually every era of Western culture of some clinical entity 
called hysteria; an entity which has always been seen as peculiarly relevant to 
the female experience, and one which has almost always carried with it a 
pejorative implication. 

For the past half century and longer, American culture has defined hys- 
teria in terms of individual psychodynamics. Physicians and psychologists 
have seen hysteria as a “neurosis” or character disorder, the product of an 
unresolved oedipal complex. Hysterical women, fearful of their own sexual 
impulses so the argument went—channeled that energy into psychosomatic 
illness. Characteristically, they proved unable to form satisfying and stable 
relationships. 1 More recently psychoanalysts such as Elizabeth Zetzel have 
refined this Freudian hypothesis, tracing the roots of hysteria to a woman’s 
excessively ambivalent preoedipal relation with her mother and to the result- 
ing complications of oedipal development and resolution. 2 Psychologist 
David Shapiro has emphasized the hysterical woman’s impressionistic 
thought pattern. 3 All such interpretations focus exclusively on individual 
psychodynamics and relations within particular families. 

Yet hysteria is also a socially recognized behavior pattern and as such exists 
within the larger world of cultural values and role relationships. For centuries 
hysteria has been seen as characteristically female—the hysterical woman the 
embodiment of a perverse or hyper femininity. 4 Why has this been so? Why 
did large numbers of women “choose” the character traits of hysteria as their 
particular mode of expressing malaise, discontent, anger, or pain? 5 To begin 
to answer this question, we must explore the female role and role socializa- 
tion. Clearly not all women were hysterics; yet the parallel between the 
hysteric s behavior and stereotypic femininity is too close to be explained as 
mere coincidence. To examine hysteria from this social perspective means 
necessarily to explore the complex relationships that exist between cultural 
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norms and individual behavior, between behavior defined as disease and 
behavior considered normal. 

Using nineteenth-century America as a case study, 6 I propose to explore 
hysteria on at least two levels of social interaction. The first involves an 
examination of hysteria as a social role within the nineteenth-century family. 
This was a period when, it has been argued, social and structural change had 
created stress within the family and when, in addition, individual domestic 
role alternatives were few and rigidly defined. From this perspective hys¬ 
teria can be seen as an alternate role option for particular women incapable 
of accepting their life situation. Hysteria thus serves as a valuable indicator 
both of domestic stress and of the tactics through which some individuals 
sought to resolve that stress. By analyzing the function of hysteria within the 
family and the interaction of the hysteric, her family, and the interceding— 
yet interacting—physician. I also hope to throw light upon the role of women 
and female-male relationships within the larger world of nineteenth-century 
American society. Secondly, I will attempt to raise some questions concern¬ 
ing female role socialization, female personality options, and the nature of 
hysterical behavior. 7 


I 

It might be best to begin with a brief discussion of three relatively well 
known areas: first, the role of women in nineteenth-century American soci¬ 
ety; second, the symptoms which hysterical women presented and which 
established the definition of the disease, and lastly, the response of male 
physicians to their hysterical patients. 

The ideal female in nineteenth-century America was expected to be gentle 
and refined, sensitive and loving. She was the guardian of religion and 
spokeswoman for morality. Hers was the task of guiding the more worldly 
and more frequently tempted male past the maelstroms of atheism and un¬ 
controlled sexuality. Her sphere was the hearth and the nursery; within it she 
was to bestow care and love, peace and joy. The American girl was taught at 
home, at school, and in the literature of the period, that aggression, indepen¬ 
dence, self-assertion, and curiosity were male traits, inappropriate for the 
weaker sex and her limited sphere. Dependent throughout her life, she was to 
reward her male protectors with affection and submission. At no rime was 
she expected to achieve in any area considered important by men and thus 
highly valued by society. She was, in essence, to remain a child-woman, 
never developing the strengths and skills of adult autonomy. The stereotype 
of the middle-class woman as emotional, pious, passive, and nurturant was to 
become increasingly rigid throughout the nineteenth century. 8 

There were significant discontinuities and inconsistencies between such 
ideals of female socialization and the real world in which the American 
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woman had to live. The first relates to a dichotomy between the ideal woman 
and the ideal mother. The ideal woman was emotional, dependent, and 
gentle—a bom follower. The ideal mother, then and now, was expected to be 
s trong, self-reliant, protective, an efficient caretaker in relation to children 
and home. She was to manage the family’s day-to-day finances, prepare 
toods, make clothes, compound drugs, serve as family nurse—and, in rural 
areas, as physician as well. 9 Especially in the nineteenth century, with its still 
primitive obstetrical practices and its high child mortality rates, she was 
expected to face severe bodily pain, disease, and death—and still serve as the 
emotional support and strength of her family. 10 As S. Weir Mitchell, the 
eminent Philadelphia neurologist wrote in the 1880’s, “We may be sure that 
our daughters will be more likely to have to face at some time the grim 

question of pam than the lads who grow up beside them_To most wom- 

“ * ‘' ™ere comes a time when pain is a grim presence in their lives.” Yet, as 
Mitchell pointed out, it was boys whom society taught from early childhood 
on to bear pain stoically, while girls were encouraged to respond to pain and 
stress with tears and the expectation of elaborate sympathy. 11 

Contemporaries noted routinely in the 1870’s, 1880’s, and 1890’s that 
middle-class American girls seemed ill-prepared to assume the respon¬ 
sibilities and trials of marriage, motherhood, and maturation. Frequently 
women, especially married women with children, complained of isolation, 
onehness and depression. Physicians reported a high incidence of nervous 
disease and hysteria among women who felt overwhelmed by the burdens of 
requent pregnancies, the demands of children, the daily exertions of house¬ 
keeping and family management. 12 The realities of adult life no longer per¬ 
mitted them to elaborate and exploit the role of fragile, sensitive, and depen- 
dent child. r 

/ M L °LT- ly , WaS the Victorian woman increasingly ill-prepared for the trials 
of childbirth and child-rearing, but changes were also at work within the 
arger society which were to make her particular socialization increasingly 
inappropriate. Reduced birth and mortality rates, growing population con¬ 
centration m towns, cities, and even in rural areas, a new, highly mobile 
economy, as well as new patterns of middle-class aspiration—all reached into 
t e amily, altering that institution, affecting domestic relations, and increas¬ 
ing the normal quantity of infrafamilial stress. 13 Women lived longer: they 
married later and less often. They spent less and less time in the primary 
processing of food, cloth and clothing. Increasingly, both middle- and 
lower-class women took jobs outside the home until their marriages—or 
permanently if unable to secure a husband. 14 By the post-Civil War years, 
family limitation—with its necessaiy implication of altered domestic roles 
and relationships—had become a real option within the decision-making pro¬ 
cesses of every family. 15 8 v 

Despite such basic social, economic and demographic changes, however, 
the family and gender role socialization remained relatively inflexible. It is 
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quite possible that many women experienced a significant level of anxiety 
when forced to confront or adapt in one way or another to these changes. 
Thus hysteria may have served as one option or tactic offering particular 
women otherwise unable to respond to these changes a chance to redefine or 
restructure their place within the family. 

So far this discussion of role socialization and stress has emphasized 
primarily the malaise and dissatisfaction of the middle-class woman. It is 
only a covert romanticism, however, which permits us to assume that the 
lower-class or farm woman, because her economic functions within her fam¬ 
ily were more vital than those of her decorative and economically secure 
urban sisters, escaped their sense of frustration, conflict, or confusion. Nor¬ 
mative prescriptions of proper womanly behavior were certainly internalized 
by many poorer women. The desire to marry and the belief that a woman’s 
social status came not from the exercise of her own talents and efforts but 
from her ability to attract a competent male protector were as universal 
among lower-class and farm women as among middle- and upper-class urban 
women. For some of these women—as for their urban middle-class sisters— 
the traditional female role proved functional, bringing material and psychic 
rewards. But for some it did not. The discontinuity between the child and 
adult female roles, along with the failure to develop substantial ego strengths, 
crossed class and geographic barriers—as did hysteria itself. Physicians con¬ 
nected with almshouses, and later in the century with urban hospitals and 
dispensaries, often reported hysteria among immigrant and tenement house 
women. 16 Sex differentiation and class distinctions both play a role in 
American social history, yet hysteria seems to have followed a psychic fault 
line corresponding more to distinctions of gender than to those of class. 

Against this background of possible role conflict and discontinuity, what 
were the presenting symptoms of the female hysteric in nineteenth-century 
America? While physicians agreed that hysteria could afflict persons of both 
sexes and of all ages and economic classes (the male hysteric was an accepted 
clinical entity by the late nineteenth century), they reported that hysteria was 
most frequent among women between the ages of 15 and 40 and of the urban 
middle and upper middle classes. Symptoms were highly varied. As early as 
the seventeenth century, indeed, Sydenham had remarked that “the fre¬ 
quency of hysteria is no less remarkable than the multiformity of the shapes it 
puts on. Few maladies are not imitated by it; whatever part of the body it 
attacks, it will create the proper symptom of that part.” 17 The nineteenth- 
century physician could only concur. There were complaints of nervousness, 
depression, the tendency to tears and chronic fatigue, or of disabling pain. 
Not a few women thus afflicted showed a remarkable willingness to submit 
to long-term, painful therapy—to electric shock treatment, to blistering, to 
multiple operations, even to amputations. 18 

The most characteristic and dramatic symptom, however, was the hysteri¬ 
cal “fit.” Mimicking an epileptic seizure, these fits often occurred with shock- 
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ing suddenness. At other times they “came on” gradually, announcing their 
approach with a general feeling of depression, nervousness, crying, or las¬ 
situde. Such seizures, physicians generally agreed, were precipitated by a 
sudden or deeply felt emotion—fear, shock, a sudden death, marital 
disappointment—or by physical trauma. It began with pain and tension, 
most frequently in the “uterine area.” The sufferer alternately sobbed and 
laughed violently, complained of palpitations of the heart, clawed her throat 
as if strangling, and, at times, abruptly lost the power of hearing and speech. 
A death-like trance might follow, lasting hours, even days. At other times 
violent convulsions—sometimes accompanied by hallucinations—seized her 
body. “Let the reader imagine,” New York physician E. H. Dixon wrote in 
the 1840’s, 

the patient writhing like a serpent upon the floor, rending her garments to tatters, 
plucking out handsful of hair, and striking her person with violence—with contorted 
and swollen countenance and fixed eyes resisting every effort of bystanders to control 


Finally the fit subsided; the patient, exhausted and sore, fell into a restful 
sleep. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century physicians described hys- 
teria principally though not exclusively in terms of such episodes. Symptoms 
sue as paralysis and contracture were believed to be caused by seizures and 
categorized as infraseizure symptoms. Beginning in mid-century, however, 
physicians became increasingly flexible in their diagnosis of hysteria and 
gradually the fit declined in significance as a pathognomonic symptom. 21 Dr. 
Robert Carter, a widely-read British authority on hysteria, insisted in 1852 
that at least one hysterical seizure must have occurred to justify a diagnosis of 
ysteria. But, he admitted, this seizure might be so minor as to have escaped 
the notice even of the patient herself; no subsequent seizures were neces¬ 
sary. This was clearly a transitional position. By the last third of the 
nineteenth centuiy the seizure was no longer the central phenomenon defin¬ 
ing hysteria; physicians had categorized hysterical symptoms which included 
virtually every known human ill. They ranged from loss of sensation in part, 
half or all of the body, loss of taste, smell, hearing, or vision, numbness of 
the skm, inability to swallow, nausea, headaches, pain in the breast, knees, 
i^ 23 Pine ’ ° r DeCk ’ 3S WeU 3S contracture or paralysis of virtually any extrem- 

Hysterical symptoms were not limited to the physical. An hysterical 
female character gradually began to emerge in the nineteenth-century medi¬ 
cal literature, one based on interpretations of mood and personality rather 
than on discrete physical symptoms—one which grew closely to resemble 
twentieth-century definitions of the “hysterical personality.” Doctors com¬ 
monly described hysterical women as highly impressionistic, suggestible, 
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and narcissistic. Highly labile, their moods changed suddenly, dramatically, 
and for seemingly inconsequential reasons. Doctors complained that the hys¬ 
terical woman was egocentric in the extreme, her involvement with others 
consistently superficial and tangential. While the hysterical woman might 
appear to physicians and relatives as quite sexually aroused or attractive, she 
was, doctors cautioned, essentially asexual and not uncommonly frigid. 24 

Depression also appears as a common theme. Hysterical symptoms fre¬ 
quently followed a death in the family, a miscarriage, some financial setback 
which forced the patient to become self-supporting; or they were seen by the 
patient as related to some long-term, unsatisfying life situation—a tired 
school teacher, a mother unable to cope with the demands of a large family. 25 
Most of these women took to their beds because of pain, paralysis or general 
weakness. Some remained there for years. 

The medical profession’s response to the hysterical woman was at best 
ambivalent. Many doctors—and indeed a significant proportion of society at 
large—tended to be caustic, if not punitive towards the hysterical woman. 
This resentment seems rooted in two factors: first, the baffling and elusive 
nature of hysteria itself, and second, the relation which existed in the physi¬ 
cians’ minds between their categorizing of hysteria as a disease and the role 
women were expected to play in society. These patients did not function as 
women were expected to function, and, as we shall see, the physician who 
treated them felt threatened both as a professional and as a rejected male. He 
was the therapist thwarted, the child untended, the husband denied nurtur- 
ance and sex. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, the newly established 
germ theory and discoveries by neurologists and anatomists for the first time 
made an insistence on disease specificity a sine qua non for scientific respecta¬ 
bility. Neurology was just becoming accepted as a speciality, and in its 
search for acceptance it was particularly dependent on the establishment of 
firm, somatically-based disease entities. 26 If hysteria was a disease, and not 
the imposition of self-pitying women striving to avoid their traditional roles 
and responsibilities—as was frequently charged, it must be a disease with a 
specific etiology and a predictable course. In the period 1870 to 1900, espe¬ 
cially, it was felt to be a disease rooted in some specific organic malfunction. 

Hysteria, of course, lacked all such disease characteristics. Contracture or 
paralysis could occur without muscular atrophy or change in skin tempera¬ 
ture. The hysteric might mimic tuberculosis, heart attacks, blindness, or hip 
disease, while lungs, heart, eyes, and hips remained in perfect health. 27 The 
physician had only his patient’s statement that she could not move or was 
wracked with pain. If concerned and sympathetic, he faced a puzzling di¬ 
lemma. As George Preston wrote in his 1897 monograph on hysteria: 

In studying the... disturbances of hysteria, a very formidable difficulty presents 
itself in the fact that the symptoms are purely subjective. ... There is only the bald 
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statement of the patient.... No confirming symptoms present themselves.. . and 
the appearance of the affected parts stands as contradictory evidence against the 
patient’s word. 28 

Equally frustrating and medically inexplicable were the sudden changes in 
the hysteric’s symptoms. Paralysis or anaesthesia could shift from one side of 
the body to the other, from one limb to another. Headaches would replace 
contracture of a limb, loss of voice, the inability to taste. How could a 
physician prescribe for such ephemeral symptoms? “Few practitioners desire 
the management of hysterics,” one eminent gynecologist, Samuel Ash well, 
wrote in 1833. “Its symptoms are so varied and obscure, so contradictory and 
changeable, and if by chance several of them, or even a single one be relieved, 
numerous others almost immediately spring into existence.” 29 Half a century 
later, neurologist Charles K. Mills echoed Ashwell’s discouraging evaluation. 
Hysteria is pre-eminently a chronic disease,” he warned. “Deceptive remis¬ 
sions in hysterical symptoms often mislead the unwary practitioner. Cures 
are sometimes claimed where simply a change in the character of the 
phenomena has taken place. It is a disease in which it is unsafe to claim a 
conquest.” 30 

Yet physicians, especially newly established neurologists with urban prac- 
tices, were besieged by patients who appeared to be sincere, respectable 
women sorely afflicted with pain, paralysis, or uncontrollable “nervous fits.” 
“Looking at the pain evoked by ideas and beliefs,” S. Weir Mitchell, Ameri¬ 
ca s leading expert on hysteria wrote in 1885, “we are hardly wise to stamp 
these pains as non-existent. ” 31 Despite the tendency of many physicians to 
dismiss the hysterical patient contemptuously when no organic lesions could 
be found, neurologists such as Mitchell, George M. Beard, or Charles L. 
Dana sympathized with these patients and sought to alleviate their symp¬ 
toms. 

Such pioneer specialists were therefore in the position of having defined 
hysteria as a legitimate disease entity, and the hysterical woman as sick, 
when they were painfully aware that no organic etiology had yet been found. 
Cautiously, they sought to define hysteria formally in terms appropriately 
mechanistic. Some late-nineteenth-century physicians, for example, still 
placing a traditional emphasis on hysteria’s uterine origins, argued that hys- 
teria resulted from “the reflex effects of utero-ovarian irritation.” 32 Others, 
reflecting George M. Beard s work on neurasthenia, defined hysteria as a 
functional disease caused either by “metabolic or nutritional changes in the 
cellular elements of the central nervous system.” Still others wrote in terms 
of a malfunction of the cerebral cortex. 33 All such explanations were but 
hypothetical gropings for an organic explanation—still a necessity if they 
w^ere to legitimate hysteria as a disease. 34 

The fear that hysteria might after all be only a functional or “ideational” 
disease—to use a nineteenth-century term—and therefore not really a disease 
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at all, underlies much of the writing on hysteria as well as the physicians’ 
own attitudes toward their patients. These hysterical women might after all 
be only clever frauds and sensation-seekers—morally delinquent and, for the 
physician, professionally embarrassing. 

Not surprisingly, a compensatory sense of superiority and hostility per¬ 
meated many physicians’ discussions of the nature and etiology of hysteria. 
Except when called upon to provide a hypothetical organic etiology, physi¬ 
cians saw hysteria as caused either by the indolent, vapid, and unconstructive 
life of the fashionable middle- and upper-class woman, or by the ignorant, 
exhausting, and sensual life of the lower- or working-class woman. Neither 
were flattering etiologies. Both denied the hysteric the sympathy granted to 
sufferers from unquestionably organic ailments. 

Any general description of the personal characteristics of the well-to-do 
hysteric emphasized her idleness, self-indulgence, her deceitfulness and 
“craving for sympathy.” Petted and spoiled by her parents, waited upon 
hand and foot by servants, she had never been taught to exercise self-control 
or to curb her emotions and desires. 35 Certainly she had not been trained to 
undertake the arduous and necessary duties of wife and mother. “Young 
persons who have been raised in luxury and too often in idleness,” one 
late-nineteenth-century physician lectured, “who have never been called 
upon to face the hardships of life, who have never accustomed themselves to 
self-denial, who have abundant time and opportunity to cultivate the emo¬ 
tional and sensuous, to indulge the sentimental side of life, whose life pur¬ 
pose is too often an indefinite and self-indulgent idea of pleasure, these are 
the most frequent victims of hysteria.” 36 Sound education, outside interests 
such as charity and good works, moral training, systematic outdoor exercise, 
and removal from an overly sympathetic family were among the most fre¬ 
quent forms of treatment recommended. Mothers, consistently enough, were 
urged to bring up daughters with a strong sense of self-discipline, devotion to 
family needs, and a dread of uncontrolled emotionality. 37 

Emotional indulgence, moral weakness, and lack of willpower charac¬ 
terized the hysteric in both lay and medical thought. Hysteria, S. Weir 
Mitchell warned, occurred in women who had never developed habitual 
restraint and “rational endurance”—who had early lost their power of “self 
rule.” 38 “The mind and body are deteriorated by the force of evil habit,” 
Charles Lockwood wrote in 1895, “morbid thought and morbid impulse run 
through the poor, weak, unresisting brain, until all mental control is lost, and 
the poor sufferer is... at the mercy of... evil and unrestrained passions, 
appetites and morbid thoughts and impulses.” 39 

In an age when will, control, and hard work were fundamental social 
values, this hypothetical etiology necessarily implied a negative evaluation of 
those who succumbed to hysteria. Such women were described as weak, 
capricious and, perhaps most important, morbidly suggestible. 40 Their in¬ 
tellectual abilities were meager, their powers of concentration eroded by 
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years of self-indulgence and narcissistic introspection. 41 Hysterical women 
were, in effect, children, and ill-behaved, difficult children at that. “They 
have in fact,” Roger Carter wrote, “all the instability of childhood, joined to 
the vices and passions of adult age... , 42 

Many nineteenth-century critics felt that this emotional regression and 
instability was rooted in woman’s very nature. The female nervous system, 
doctors argued, was physiologically more sensitive and thus more difficult to 
subject to the will. Some physicians assumed as well that woman’s blood was 
thinner than man s, causing nutritional inadequacies in the central nervous 
system and an inability to store nervous energy—a weakness, Marty Putnam 
Jacobi stressed, women shared with children. Most commonly, a woman’s 
emotional states generally, and hysteria in particular, were believed to have 
the closest ties to her reproductive cycle. 43 Hysteria commenced with puberty 
and ended with menopause, while ailments as varied as menstrual pain and 
irregularity, prolapsed or tipped uterus, uterine tumor, vaginal infections 
and discharges, sterility, could all—doctors were certain—cause hysteria. 
Indeed, the first question routinely asked hysterical women was “are your 
courses regular? 44 Thus a woman’s very physiology and anatomy predis- 
posed her to hysteria; it was, as Thomas Laycock put it, “the natural state” in 
a female, a “morbid state” in the male. 45 In an era when a sexual perspective 
implied conflict and ambivalence, hysteria was perceived by physician and 
patient as a disease both peculiarly female and peculiarly sexual. 

Hysteria could also result from a secret and less forgivable form of sexual¬ 
ity. Throughout the nineteenth century, physicians believed that masturba- 
tion was widespread among America’s females and a frequent cause of hys- 
teria and insanity. As early as 1846, E. H. Dixon reported that masturbation 
caused hysteria “among females even in society where physical and in¬ 
tellectual culture would seem to present the strongest barriers against its 
incursions.... Other physicians concurred, reporting that harsh public and 
medical reactions to hysterical women were often based on the belief that 
masturbation was the cause of their behavior. 46 

Masturbation was only one form of sexual indulgence. A number of doc¬ 
tors saw hysteria among lower-class women as originating in the sensuality 
believed to characterize their class. Such tenement-dwelling females, doctors 
reported, “gave free reign to... ‘passions of the baser sort,’ not feeling the 
necessity of self-control because they have to a pitiably small degree any 
sense of propriety or decency.” Hysteria, another physician reported, was 
found commonly among prostitutes, while virtually all physicians agreed 
that even within marriage sexual excess could easily lead to hysteria. 47 

Expectedly, conscious anger and hostility marked the response of a good 
many doctors to their hysterical patients. One New York neurologist called 
the female hysteric a willful, self-indulgent and narcissistic person who cyni- 
caHy manipulated her symptoms. “To her distorted vision,” he complained, 
“there is but one commanding personage in the universe—herself—in com- 
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parison with whom the rest of mankind are nothing.” Doctors admitted that 
they were frequently tempted to use such terms as “willful” and “evil,” 
“angry” and “impatient” when describing the hysteric and her symptoms. 48 
Even the concerned and genteel S. Weir Mitchell, confident of his remark¬ 
able record in curing hysteria, described hysterical women as “the pests of 
many households, who constitute the despair of physicians, and who furnish 
those annoying examples of despotic selfishness, which wreck the constitu¬ 
tions of nurses and devoted relatives, and in unconscious or half-conscious 
self-indulgence destroy the comfort of everyone about them.” He concluded 
by quoting Oliver Wendell Holmes’ acid judgment that “a hysterical girl is a 
vampire who sucks the blood of the healthy people about her.” 49 

Hysteria as a chronic, dramatic and socially accepted sick role could thus 
provide some alleviation of conflict and tension, but the hysteric purchased 
her escape from the emotional—and frequently—from the sexual demands of 
her life only at the cost of pain, disability, and an intensification of woman’s 
traditional passivity and dependence. Indeed a complex interplay existed 
between the character traits assigned women in Victorian society and the 
characteristic symptoms of the nineteenth-century hysteric: dependency, 
fragility, emotionality, narcissism. Hysteria, after all, has been called in that 
century and this a stark caricature of femininity. Not surprisingly the hys¬ 
teric’s peculiar passive aggression and her exploitive dependency often 
functioned to cue a corresponding hostility in the men who cared for her or 
lived with her. Whether father, husband, or physician, they reacted with 
ambivalence and in many cases with hostility to her aggressive and never- 
ending demands. 


II 

What inferences concerning woman’s role and female-male relationships 
can be drawn from this description of nineteenth-century hysteria and of 
medical attitudes toward the female patient? What insights does it allow into 
patterns of stress and resolution within the traditional nuclear family? 

Because traditional medical wisdom had defined hysteria as a disease, its 
victims could expect to be treated as sick and thus to elicit a particular set of 
responses—the right to be seen and treated by a physician, to stay in bed and 
thus be relieved of their normal day-to-day responsibilities, to enjoy the 
special prerogatives, indulgences, and sympathy the sick role entailed. Hys¬ 
teria thus became one way in which conventional women could express—in 
most cases unconsciously—dissatisfaction with one or several aspects of their 
lives. 

The effect of hysteria upon the family and traditional sex role differentia¬ 
tion was disruptive in the extreme. The hysterical woman virtually ceased to 
function within the family. No longer did she devote herself to the needs of 
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others, acting as self-sacrificing wife, mother, or daughter. Through her 
hysteria she could and in fact did force others to assume those functions. 
Household activities were reoriented to answer the hysterical woman’s im¬ 
portunate needs. Children were hushed, rooms darkened, entertaining sus¬ 
pended, a devoted nurse recruited. Fortunes might be spent on medical bills 
or for drugs and operations. Worry and concern bowed the husband’s shoul- 
ders; his home had suddenly become a hospital and he a nurse. Through her 
illness, the bedridden woman came to dominate her family to an extent that 
would have been considered inappropriate—indeed shrewish—in a healthy 
woman. Taking to one’s bed, especially when suffering from dramatic and 
ever-visible symptoms, might also have functioned as a mode of passive 
aggression, especially in a milieu in which weakness was rewarded and in 
which women had since childhood been taught not to express overt aggres- 

sion. Consciously or unconsciously, she had thus opted out of her traditional 
role. 

Women did not accomplish this redefinition of domestic roles without the 
aid of the men in their family. Doctors commented that the hysteric’s hus- 
band and family often, and unfortunately, rewarded her symptoms with 
elaborate sympathy. “The hysteric’s credit is usually first established,” as 
one astute mid-century clinician pointed out, “by those who have, at least, 
the wish to believe them.” 50 Husbands and fathers were not alone in their 
cooperation; the physician often played a complex and in a sense emotionally 
compromising role in legitimizing the female hysteric’s behavior. As an im¬ 
partial and professionally skilled observer, he was empowered to judge 
whether or not a particular woman had the right to withdraw from her 
socially allotted duties. At the same time, these physicians accepted as cor¬ 
rect, indeed as biologically inevitable, the structure of the Victorian family 
and the division of sex roles within it. He excused the woman only in the 
belief that she was ill and that she would make every effort to get well and 
resume her accustomed role. It was the transitory and unavoidable nature of 
the sick role that made it acceptable to family and physician as an alternate 
mode of female behavior. 51 

The doctor’s ambivalence toward the hysterical woman, already rooted as 
we have seen in professional and sexual uncertainties, may well have been 
reinforced by his complicitory role within the family. It was for this reason 
that the disease’s erratic pattern, its chronic nature, its lack of a determinable 
organic etiology, and the patient’s seeming failure of will, so angered him. 
Even if she were not a conscious malingerer, she might well be guilty of 
self-indulgence and moral delinquency. By diagnosing her as ill, he had in 
effect created or permitted the hysterical woman to create a bond between 
himself and her. Within the family configuration he had sided with her 
against her husband or other male family members—men with whom he 
would normally have identified. 52 

The quintessential sexual nature of hysteria further complicated the doc¬ 
tor’s professional stance. As we have already seen, the hysterical patient in 
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her role as woman may well have mobilized whatever ambivalence towards 
sex a particular physician felt. In a number of cases, moreover, the physician 
also played the role of oedipal father figure to the patient’s child-woman role, 
and in such instances his complicity was not only moral and intellectual but 
sexual as well. These doctors had become part of a domestic triangle—a 
husband’s rival, the fatherly attendant of a daughter. This intra-family role 
may therefore go far to explain the particularly strident and suspicious tone 
which characterized much of the clinical discussion of hysteria. The physi¬ 
cian, by his alertness to deception and self-indulgence and by his therapeutic 
skills, had to prevent the hysterical woman from using her disease to 
avoid her feminine duties—and from making him an unwitting accomplice in 
her deviant role. While tied to her as physician and thus legitimizer of her 
sick role, he also had to preserve his independence. 

Although much of this interpretation must remain speculative, both the 
tone and substance of contemporary medical reaction to the female hysteric 
tends to confirm these inferences. Physicians were concerned with—and 
condemned—the power which chronic illness such as hysteria gave a woman 
over her family. Many women, doctors noted with annoyance, enjoyed this 
power and showed no inclination to get well: it is hardly coincidental that 
most late-nineteenth-century authorities agreed that removal from her family 
was a necessary first step in attempting to cure the hysterical patient. 53 

Not only did the physician condemn the hysteric’s power within her fam¬ 
ily, he was clearly sensitive to her as a threat to his own prestige and author¬ 
ity. It is evident from their writings that many doctors felt themselves to be 
locked in a power struggle with their hysterical patients. Such women, doc¬ 
tors claimed, used their symptoms as weapons in asserting autonomy in 
relation to their physician; in continued illness was their victory. Physicians 
perceived hysterical women as unusually intractable and self-assertive. Al¬ 
though patients and women, they reserved the right to judge and approve 
their male physician’s every action. Indeed, much of the medical literature on 
hysteria is devoted to providing doctors with the means of winning this war 
of wills. Physicians felt that they must dominate the hysteric’s will; only in 
this way, they wrote, could they bring about her permanent cure. “Do not 
flatter yourselves... that you will gain an easy victory,” Dr. L. C. Grey told 
a medical school class in 1888: 

On the contrary, you must expect to have your temper, your ingenuity, your nerves 
tested to a degree that cannot be surpassed even by the greatest surgical operations. I 
maintain that the man who has the nerve and the tact to conquer some of these grave 
cases of hysteria has the nerve and the tact that will make him equal to the great 
emergencies of life. Your patient must be taught day by day... by steady resolute, 
iron-willed determination and tact—that combination which the French.. . call “the 
iron hand beneath the velvet glove .” 54 

“Assume a tone of authority which will of itself almost compel submission,” 
Robert Carter directed. “If a patient... interrupts the speaker, she must be 
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told to keep silence and to listen; and must be told, moreover, not only in a 

voice that betrays no impatience and no anger, but in such a manner as to 
convey the speaker’s full conviction that the command will be immediately 
obeyed.” 55 

Much of the treatment prescribed by physicians for hysteria reflects, in its 
draconic severity, their need to exert control—and, when thwarted, their 
impulse to punish. Doctors frequently recommended suffocating hysterical 
women until their fits stopped, beating them across the face and body with 
wet towels, ridiculing and exposing them in front of family and friends, 
showering them with icy water. “The mode adopted to arrest this curious 
malady,” a physician connected with a large mental hospital wrote, 

consists in making some strong and sudden impression on the mind through... the 
most potent of all impressions, fear.... Ridicule to a woman of sensitive mind, is a 
powerful weapon... but there is no emotion equal to fear and the threat of personal 
chastisement... They will listen to the voice of authority . 56 

When, on the other hand, the hysterical patient proved tractable, gave up 
her fits or paralyses and accepted the physician as saviour and moral guide, 
he no longer had to appear in the posture of chastising father. He could 
respond to his hysterical patient with fondness, sympathy, and praise. No 
longer was she thwarting him with “temper, tears, ticks, and tantrums”—as 
one doctor chose to title a study of hysteria. 57 Her cure demonstrated that he 
had mastered her will and body. The successful father-like practitioner had 
restored another wayward woman to her familial duties. Thomas Addis 
Emmett, pioneer gynecological specialist, recalled with ingenuous candor his 
mode of treating hysterics: 

the patient... was a child in my hands. In some respects the power gained was not 
unlike that obtained over a wild beast except that in one case the domination would be 
due to fear, while w ith my patient as a rule, it would be the desire to please me and to 
merit my approval from the effort she would make to gain her self-control. I have at 
times been depressed with the responsibility attending the blind influence I have 
often been able to gain over the nervous women under my influence . 58 

Nor surprisingly, S. Weir Mitchell ended one of his treatises on hysteria with 
the comment that doctors, who knew and understood all women’s petty 
weaknesses, who could govern and forgive them, made the best husbands. 59 
Clearly the male physician who treated the hysterical woman was unable to 
escape the sex role relations that existed within nineteenth-century society 
generally. 


Ill 

The hysterical female emerges from the essentially male medical literature 
of the nineteenth century as a “child-woman,” highly Impressionable, labile, 
superficially sexual, exhibitions tic, given to dramatic body language and 
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grand gestures, with strong dependency needs, a masochistic or self- 
punishing behavior pattern, and decided ego weaknesses. She resembles in 
many ways the hysterical personality described in the 1968 Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association: 
a personality characterized, that is, by u excitablity, emotional instability, 
over-reactivity, self-dramatization, attention seeking, immaturity, vanity, 
and unusual dependence.” Her symptoms correspond closely to those Otto 
Kemberg describes as an “infantile personality” or Samuel B. Guze as a 
“hysterical personality.” 60 Thus we find the child-woman a person who, 
filled with self-doubt, constantly needs the reassurance and attention of oth¬ 
ers. In fact, these characteristics are merely hypertrophied versions of traits 
and behavior routinely reinforced throughout the nineteenth century in girls, 
female adolescents, and adult women. 

In attempting to understand hysteria, then, it might be best not only to 
look at stress and dysfunction within the hysteric’s particular psychic back¬ 
ground but also to examine the correspondence between this personality 
pattern and the literature to which a young woman was exposed. This 
method means discussing normative cultural values or prescription rather 
than actual behavior. Yet what women were supposed to do and be provides 
the historian with a valuable source. Prescriptive values—almost universally 
accepted in a culture and actively fostered by its authority figures— 
undoubtedly influence the child-rearing practices of mothers and the be¬ 
havior of children, especially during the early years of life when gender 
identity is formed. From this perspective, then, the historian is justified in 
exploring the possible ways in which female gender role socialization affected 
the development of ego strengths and weaknesses in nineteenth-century 
women. 

At a time when American society accepted egalitarian democracy and free 
will as transcendent social values, women were routinely socialized to fill a 
weak, dependent, and severely limited social role. There is evidence from 
children’s books, child-rearing manuals, marriage guides, and books of 
etiquette that women were sharply discouraged from expressing competition 
or mastery in such “masculine” areas as physical skill, strength, and courage, 
or in academic, scientific, or commercial pursuits. Instead they were encour¬ 
aged to be coquettish, entertaining, nonthreatening, and nurturant. Overt 
anger and violence were forbidden as unfeminine and vulgar. Women were 
not rewarded for curiosity, intrusiveness, or exploratory behavior. Indeed 
when such characteristics conflicted with the higher feminine values of clean¬ 
liness, proper deportment, unobtrusiveness, and obedience, women were 
criticized or punished—yet these same habits of mind are now deemed essen¬ 
tial to the development of autonomy and identity in children. Most children’s 
literature asserted that boys were brave, active, lively. Girls, on the other 
hand, were taught that their greatest happiness lay in an unselfish routine of 
caring for the needs of others. 61 

Nineteenth-century American society provided but one socially respecta- 
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ble, nondeviant role for women—that of loving wife and mother. Thus 
women, who presumably came in assorted psychological and intellectual 
shapes and sizes, had to find adjustment in only one prescribed social role— 
one that demanded continual self-abnegation and a desire to please others. 
Children’s literature and genteel women’s magazines in every case required of 
women an altruistic denial of their own ambition and a displacement of their 
wishes and abilities onto the men in their lives. We may assume that for a 
certain percentage of women such sacrifice led to a form of what Anna Freud 
and Edward Bibring defined as “altruistic surrender.” 62 In other cases train¬ 
ing to fit a narrowly defined role must have resulted in significant ego 
restriction—the ego choosing not to develop in certain directions because the 
pain of punishment or of being defined as deviant was too costly. “When the 
ego is young and Plastic,” Anna Freud wrote, 

its withdrawal from one field of activity is sometimes compensated for by excellence 
in another, upon which it concentrates. But, when it has become rigid or has already 
acquired an intolerance of “pain” and so is obsessionally fixated to the method of 
flight, such withdrawal is punished by impaired development. By abandoning one 
position after another it becomes onesided, loses too many interests and can show but 
a meagre achievement . 63 

Significant differences appear to lie as well in the ways in which boys and 
girls were punished in the nineteenth century. It is true that disciplinary 
patterns were changing then, and that corporal punishment seems to have 
decreased in frequency for boys as well as girls. Nevertheless, sociological 
studies offer evidence that even until fairly recently boys received far more 
physical punishment than did girls, who commonly were punished by being 
made to feel guilty and by being threatened with withdrawal of love or 
actually being separated from parents. Social psychologists and sociologists 
such as Uri Brofenbrenner and Judith Bardwick have argued that while such 
“love-oriented punishment” produced obedient and docile children, it also 
made children timid, anxious, dependent, and sensitive to rejection. 64 Other 
psychologists have recently argued that love-oriented punishment and girls’ 
more socialized behavior in early childhood tend to delay their forming an 
independent identity until late adolescence—if then—and lead them to be 
overly dependent upon the approval and support of significant others in their 
lives. 65 To put it differently, women in nineteenth-century society necessar¬ 
ily restricted their ego functions to low-prestige areas, remaining dependent 
on others and altruistically wishing worldly success not for themselves but 
for their husbands, fathers, or brothers. The effect of this socialization may 
well have been to impede ego development significantly in many women 
and—if there is an aggressive drive in the id—to repress it. The behavioral 
result appears to have been to limit opportunities for conflict-free ego 
growth, or to neglect that form of ego development. 

Thus one finds suggestive parallels between the “hysterical” woman of the 
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nineteenth century and the “masochistic” female personality that Karen 
Homey described in New Ways to Psychoanalysis (1949). The masochistic wo¬ 
man, argued Homey, suffered from “free floating anxiety,” a deep-rooted 
sense of inferiority, and an absence of adequate aggression, by which Homey 
meant the ability to take initiative, to make efforts, to carry things through to 
completion, and to form and express autonomous views. Insecure, afflicted 
with anxieties, she demanded constant attention and expressions of affection, 
which she sought to secure by appealing to pity and displaying inferiority 
feelings, weakness, and suffering. Such a self-image and pattern of object 
relations necessarily “generated hostile feelings, but feelings which the 
masochistic woman was unable to express directly because they would have 
jeopardized her dependency relationships.” Weakness and suffering, Homey 
continued, “already serving many functions, now also act as a vehicle for the 
indirect expression of hostility.” While both men and women develop 
masochistic personalities, Homey hypothesized that far larger numbers of 
women than men would do so in cultures in which women more than men (1) 
“manifest[ed]... inhibitions in the direct expression of demands and aggres¬ 
sions; (2) regarded]... themselves as weak, helpless, or inferior and im¬ 
plicitly or explicitly demand[ed] considerations and advantages on this basis; 
(3) [became] emotionally dependent on the other sex; (4) show[ed]... tenden¬ 
cies to be self-sacrificing, to be submissive, to feel used or to be exploited, to 
put responsibilities on the other sex; (5) us[ed]... weakness and helplessness 
as a means of wooing and subduing the other sex.” 66 

In short, many nineteenth-century women reached maturity with major 
ego weaknesses and narrowly limited compensatory ego strengths, all of 
which implies a relationship between this pattern of socialization and one’s 
adoption of hysterical behavior. The reasons why each individual displayed 
the pattern of behavior that nineteenth-century physicians called “hysteria” 
must remain moot. It seems plausible to suggest that a certain percentage of 
nineteenth-century women, faced with stress developing out of their own 
peculiar personality needs or out of situational anxieties, might well have 
defended themselves against such stress by regressing towards the childish 
hyperfemininity of the hysteric. The discontinuity between the roles of 
courted young woman and pain-bearing, self-sacrificing wife and mother, the 
realities of an unhappy marriage, the loneliness and chagrin of spinsterhood 
may all have made the petulant infantilism and narcissistic self-assertion of 
the hysteric a necessary alternative to women who felt unfairly deprived of 
their promised social role and who had few strengths with which to adapt to a 
more trying one. Society had indeed structured this regression by consis¬ 
tently reinforcing those very emotional traits characterized in the stereotype 
of the female and caricatured in the symptomatology of the hysteric. At the 
same time, the nineteenth-century female hysteric also exhibited a significant 
level of hostility and aggression-rage—which may have led in turn to her 
depression and to her self-punishing psychosomatic illnesses. In all these 
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ways, then, the hysterical woman was both product and indictment of her 
culture. This paper has sought to suggest why certain symptoms were avail- 
able and why women, in particular, tended to resort to them. It has sought as 
w r ell to use the reactions of contemporaries to illuminate the realities of 
female-male and intrafamilial role. As such it has dealt with hysteria as a 
psychological role produced by and functional within a specific set of social 
circumstances. 

Finally, there is a conceptual point that is important to make. Nothing is 
more tempting for the woman historian than to treat the Victorian physician 
as the spokesman, and hence the scapegoat, of his age. The chauvinistic 
comments of male medical doctors provoke the militant in us all. But we have 
no evidence that they were more arrogant in their attitude towards women 
than any other husband or father: Male physicians simply belonged to a 
group that made formal and in-depth comments on women and whose writ¬ 
ings are readily available to us. Perhaps historians use this evidence to best 
advantage when we see the doctor not only as a man but as a practitioner— 
one who needed a framework of rationale and hypothesis within which to 
explain the health and disease of his patients as well as to conduct the 
doctor-patient relationship. The interaction of a male physician and a female 
patient can thus be seen—and used by the historian—as a cultural artifact: 
the physician stood at the junction where cultural definitions of femininity, 
the needs of his individual female patient, and masculinity met. 
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THE USE AND ABUSE OF ILLNESS 

IN THE JAMES FAMILY CIRCLE 

A View of Neurasthenia as a Social Phenomenon 

Howard M. Feinstein 


Smith-Rosenberg’s article makes clear how firmly late-nineteenth-century Ameri¬ 
cans believed in strong family ties and in the domestic sphere as the place for women. 
Another prominent cultural theme was the value of hard work and the self-discipline 
that it required. While conventional restrictions on women produced Smith- 
Rosenberg's middle- and upper-middle-class hysterics, the standard concern for 
work, Howard Feinstein argues on the basis of his research on the James family, led to 
a disability that more often afflicted men of the same social strata. Known then as 
invalidism—or as we now describe it, neurasthenia—this malady seems to have de¬ 
veloped among members of those New England families whose formal manners made 
open conflict unthinkable and whose concern with striking a balance between work 
and play made for considerable anxiety. Feinstein's study of travel and exercise as 
therapies, and of therapeutic theory itself, sheds new light on the imperatives of the 
male role in Victorian society and the behavioral suggestions of romanticism. Like 
hysteria among women, invalidism also provided a socially acceptable excuse for 
idleness and vented hostility that otherwise was inexpressible. 

All the same, one may well wonder about the pieces of the puzzle that do not seem 
to fit. Smith-Rosenberg argues that hysteria, deriving from repressed impulses, grow¬ 
ing out of restricted roles, divided women from men more than it did women of 
different classes. Yet Victorian proscriptions against “improper” womanly sexuality 
apparently held no fear for the prostitutes she mentions, and they too suffered from 
hysterical symptoms. In like manner the search for meaningful work may have been a 
central difficulty revealed in invalidism, but surely men like William Dean Howells 
and Louis Agassiz—sufferers from neurasthenia—were involved in work that they 
found absorbing and engaging. One may also ask what it was that prevented the 
indomitable Mary James from becoming an hysteric of the sort Smith-Rosenberg 
writes about. 

Reprinted, with slight revisions, from The Psychohistory Review 8 (Summer-Fall 1979):6—14, 
courtesy of the publishers. 
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IT IS STARTLING for a twentieth-century reader of the James family 
letters to discover how many of its members and friends suffered from “in¬ 
validism,” or what the contemporary student of the illness, Dr. George 
Beard, first called neurasthenia. 1 William James was a semi-invalid from the 
time he was eighteen and a freshman at the Lawrence Scientific School at 
Harvard, in 1860, until he joined the faculty there as an instructor, thirteen 
years later. The illness recurred throughout his life. Intermittently his 
brothers Henry and Robertson and sister Alice were invalids themselves, as 
was their aunt, Catherine Walsh, who lived in the same household. In 1862 
Ralph Waldo Emerson good-naturedly complained to Henry James, Sr., 
about the “dyspeptic habit” of his own son Edward, who believed that if he 
went away to college he would only “pine away as before.” 2 William Morris 
Hunt, James’s painting teacher, and John La Farge, a fellow art student, also 
fell victim to neurasthenia, La Farge reportedly suffering “quite a break¬ 
down” in 1867. 3 William Dean Howells, editor of the Atlantic Monthly, 
complained of so much mysterious trouble with his wrist that in 1870 his 
wife had to write for him. 4 Louis Agassiz, professor of natural history at 
Harvard, suffered a “collapse” in the spring of 1871; two years later his son 
Alexander and a friend, Gurney, became, in William’s words, “the last two 
brain collapsers.” 5 

One might dismiss invalidism either as too technical for historians or, in 
this case, as a biographical matter uniquely tied to William James’s personal 
uncertainties. But clearly he was not alone in his neurasthenic struggles. 
Moreover psychoanalysis provides a framework for viewing this disease as a 
meaningful act rather than a fateful accident. Just as disease can offer access 
to the inner life of an individual, so can widespread illness of doubtful physi¬ 
cal origin enable the historian to explore patterns of stress in a society: 
neurasthenia—whether in James, his family, or in post-Civil War New 
England—had at its root the problem of work. 


I 

Dr. Beard’s preliminary papers were published in the late 1860s, when 
William’s nervous symptoms reached their peak. 6 He noted that patients 
suffering from nervous exhaustion, or “neurasthenia,” were typically in their 
late teens to mid-forties. One out of ten, like William, was a physician. Beard 
described a variant of the disease that affected the eyes, causing weakness and 
difficulty reading—William’s symptoms—and reported that it had a “con¬ 
tagious” quality. There had been a spread of these symptoms “through many 
of the colleges and seminaries of the country—in some instances compelling 
young men to abandon their plans of a liberal education.” 7 Beard disap¬ 
proved of the fashionable treatment for functional disorders that involved 
treating “nervous disease by recommending a trip to Europe.” 8 Furthermore, 
he recognized that work was therapeutic for many of his patients. “Very 
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rarely indeed do I advise a patient to change profession or occupation, what¬ 
ever it may be, provided he is happy and successful in it.” He was convinced 
that work was particularly important for young men suffering from the 
disease. “In a large number of cases I urge, especially upon young men, the 
necessity of obtaining some occupation; and I would rather have them work 
too hard than not work at all.” 9 

While Dr. Beard was of the opinion that insufficient work, or at least 
insufficiently gratifying work, contributed to the development and persis¬ 
tence of neurasthenia, there were those who argued that too much work was 
the core of the problem. On a visit to the United States, Herbert Spencer, 
philosopher of evolution and James’s philosophic antagonist, took a traveler’s 
privilege to comment on the malaise he saw about him: “In every circle I have 
met men who had themselves suffered from nervous collapses, due to stress 
of business, or named friends who had crippled themselves by overwork.” 
Spencer thought that the danger of overwork was the outcome of too much 
evolutionary development. Americans had moved too far beyond the savage. 
The savage, in his view, was incapable of monotonous daily toil, but “it is 
otherwise with the more developed man. The stern discipline of social life 
has gradually increased the aptitude for persistent industry until among us 
and still among you, work has become with many a passion.” And it was a 
passion with disastrous consequences for health. “Exclusive devotion to work 
has the result that amusements cease to please; and when relaxation becomes 
imperative, life becomes dreary from lack of its sole interest—the interest in 
business.” Spencer preached a new gospel for the over-routinized, over¬ 
worked American. “In brief, I may say that we have had somewhat too much 
of ‘the gospel of work.’ It is time to preach the gospel of relaxation.” 10 Both 
the American doctor and the English philosopher agreed that whether too 
much or too little, the phenomenon of neurasthenia was connected with 
work. 

The James family correspondence reflects both poles of the discussion. 
The elder Henry spoke decisively for the benefits of leisure. He set the 
dominant tone for the James household, blending the romantic ideal of work 
expressive of selfhood with a religious ideal of holy rest. “I am determined,” 
he told his friend J. J. Garth Wilkinson, in 1852, “to take holiday for the rest 
of my life [he was forty-one], and make all my work sabbatical, and expres¬ 
sive only of irrepressive inward health and impulsions.” 11 Though he applied 
himself steadfastly to his literary labors, he maintained a lifelong suspicion of 
the dangers of too much work. Mary James, following her husband’s lead as 
she did in most intellectual matters, shared the same suspicion. Of La Farge’s 
breakdown she said, “He ascribed it to the cold rainy weather, but perhaps 
he had worked too hard in New York.” 12 When William was abroad and 
undertook to write some reviews for publication as a gesture of self-support, 
she lamented, “I fear he is working himself to death to meet his expenses.” 13 
When Professor Agassiz fell ill, she offered the same explanation. “He was 
attacked a day or two ago with a paralysis of the larynx.... His condition is 
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thought very critical. He has been overworking very much of late.” 14 Of 
William’s friend Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., she remarked, “His whole life, 
soul and body, is utterly absorbed in his last work upon his Kent. He carries 
about his manuscript in his green bag and never loses sight of it for a 
moment.... His pallid face and this fearful grip upon his work, makes him a 
melancholy sight.” 15 

A corollary to her belief in the dangers of overwork was Mary James’s 
conviction that physical exertion should be avoided by her frail children. 
Thus, to Henry, who was enjoying an exhilarating walking trip in the Alps, 
she cautioned, “Of course I know you would not attempt any dizzy heights 
or any but well beaten tracks without a guide—But you might easily over 
estimate your strength and sink down with sudden exhaustion.” 16 Again to 
Henry, who was enjoying horseback riding in Rome and finding it salutary, 
“Do not run any risks darling Harry, by staying too long in Rome, and do 
not overdo the horse-back exercise.” 17 

This fearful view of work and exertion rested upon an assumption that 
many Americans seemed to share about human energy. They were con¬ 
vinced that human energy was scarce, had to be expended parsimoniously, 
and was easily exhausted. Capital and the laws that governed it seemed an 
unconscious metaphor that structured human action. It had to be saved 
rather than spent. If the principal was invaded and reduced, it might no 
longer adequately support life. Scarcity rather than abundance, weakness 
instead of strength, ill health rather than health was their natural expectation. 
And effort was an extravagance that depleted already strained resources. In 
the summer of 1867, Mary James wrote a letter to William, who was in 
Europe recovering from back trouble. It rested upon this assumption of 
scarcity. “I feared very much that you might be the worse for all the fatigue 
of your journey, and getting settled in Dresden—Your letter was delightful. 
You were evidently in excellent spirits, but no word about your back—from 
which I infer you were about the same—You have had no time since you left 
us for rest, and we ought not to look for improvement, until you get that.” 18 

William made the energy supply problem even more explicit in a letter to 
his friend Tom Ward, who was momentarily reconciled to his business career 
and was working well. “How I envy you your fund of energy. I have a little 
spoonful ready for each day and when that’s out, as it usually is by 10 o’clock 
a.m., I’m good for nothing.” 19 Henry James used the capitalist metaphor 
when he was in Europe enjoying a vigorous grand tour in search of health. 
He had discovered that walking made him feel better and feared that the hot 
Italian summer would prevent this kind of exercise. “I have laid in such a 
capital stock of strength and satisfaction in Switzerland,” he told his sister, 
“that I shall be sorry to be compelled to see it diminished and if I find it is 
melting away beneath the southern sun I shall not scruple... to cross over 
from Verona into southern Germany.” 20 Both brothers obviously shared the 
view by which many in their social group lived. 

Since work depleted energy, it followed that it was bad for health. William 
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did not hold to this view consistently, since he often came upon evidence to 
the contrary. In Germany, the sight of hardworking peasant women led him 
to urge hard work on his sister Alice. “The sight of the women here has 
strengthened me more than ever in my belief that they ought to be made to 
do the hard labor of the community—they are far happier and better for it. I 
only wish I had that pampered Alice here to see these little runts of peasant 
women stumping about with their immense burdens on their back... they 
are as active and strong as little lionesses, and work from morning til night. 
Seriously there is a great deal of good in it—and the ideal German woman of 
poetry (see Goethe, for instance) is a working woman.” 21 It was not until the 
1880s, when he became a spokesman for the strenuous outdoor life, that 
William James acted upon that advice himself. 

To subscribe to the conception of limited energy was to embrace the belief 
that rest was a logical cure. But William was skeptical of the value of extreme 
rest cures. When a friend was undergoing treatment that virtually amounted 
to sensory deprivation, he remarked, “She seems to be suffering from a 
general nervous debilityf,] for the treatment they are now pursuing is one of 
absolute quiet and non-stimulation. She may not even talk much. Poor girl! I 
should think it would prey on her spirits more than it would rest her 
nerves.” 22 He favored rest, especially from undesirable labor, but leisure 
without literature, repose without responsive conversation was out of the 
question. 

Mary James shared her husband’s belief that work was dangerous to 
health, and she cultivated that attitude in her children. Yet she operated 
under different laws herself. An 1873 letter to William, for example, reads 
like a list of wounded from the front. She reported the current status of “our 
invalids.” Alice, “poor child,” had one of her fainting attacks “from a little 
overexertion”; father had an attack of eczema of the face [apparently Herpes 
Zoster or “shingles”] and is “nervous and sleepless”; Aunt Kate “is progress¬ 
ing slowly” under Dr. Munro’s care and “certainly bears well much more 
fatigue.” But she, like a surviving heroine surveying the slain minions strewn 
about her, proclaimed, “The poor old mater wears well I am happy to say; 
strong in the back, strong in the nerves, and strong in the legs so far, and 
equal to her day.” 23 

Her strength and endurance were the more remarkable when repeatedly 
juxtaposed to the weakness of the rest. It was apparently worthy of comment 
in 1873 that Alice returned from visiting a friend in Beverly for three days 
and “came home with her nervous system unimpaired.” It was also notable 
that father was “remarkably well.” Others were expected to be short of 
energy, but she remained stalwart and ever ready to shoulder her caretaking 
tasks. It is not surprising that this attitude extended to household servants as 
well. She complained of the unreliability of that “race by whom unfortu¬ 
nately we live,” but even when she did have someone she could count on she 
did not dare do so because she expected the worst. “I’m glad to say that Mary 
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in the kitchen still proves reliable, but I am afraid almost to lean upon her, 
least she too prove a broken reed.” 24 William reported that sickness did not 
keep her from her household tasks. “Mother is recovering from one of her 
indispositions, which she bears like an angel, doing any amount of work at 
the same time, putting up cornices and raking out the garret-room like a little 
buffalo.” 25 Obviously, each Victorian household where invalidism flourished 
required a strong caretaker who would nurture the weak and defer to the 
mythology of scarce resources yet remain a fount of energy that miraculously 
never gave out. Among the Jameses, Mary James was that “protecting spirit.” 
She was the “household genius” upon whom Henry James, Sr., rested “with 
the absolute whole of his weight.” 26 It is not surprising that the children 
followed his lead. 


II 

Though work was unappealing to these New Englanders, pleasure was 
also suspect. There was a noticeable waning of puritanical zeal in mid¬ 
nineteenth-century New England, but the suspicion that pleasure was evil 
lingered on. Sabbatarian scrupulousity over game-playing or singing would 
have been unthinkable in Mr. James’s liberal household. Yet they showed a 
subtle lack of hospitality for pleasure. In Mary James’s correspondence, 
puritanism often masqueraded as humor. This was particularly true when 
writing to her daughter Alice. In the summer of 1872, Alice was abroad 
enjoying a grand tour. She found France especially to her liking, and Mary 
James reacted with a mocking jibe. “My daughter a child of France! What has 
become of that high moral nature, on which I have always based such hopes 
for her for this world and the next? That you should so soon have succumbed 
to this assault upon your senses, so easily have been carried captive by the 
mere delights of eating and drinking and seeing and dressing [unclear], I 
should not have believed.” 27 Mary James was bantering, but it was humor 
that cut deep. 

Work that was supposed to be sabbatical and leisure that was supposed to 
be uplifting both required money. Capital, not as a metaphor for human 
energy but as a limited supply of cash, was an important ingredient of the 
neurasthenic phenomenon. No matter how extensive the resources of a fam¬ 
ily, if it shared in a distrust of pleasure and leisure, money could not easily be 
spent on traveling for amusement. It was far simpler to justify travel for 
reasons of health. The elder Henry had been amply provided for by his 
inheritance (his income was about $10,000 a year), but numerous family trips 
abroad had cut into his capital. Furthermore, he invested heavily in a Florida 
plantation using hired black labor, which was run by his younger sons 
Robertson and Wilkie, and the plantation failed. The family was still well off 
but there was not enough money to maintain parents and children in leisured 
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extravagance. Between 1866 and 1873 sickness became a means by which the 
James children struggled for a lion’s share of the family resources. 

If both Henry and William wanted to go abroad but there was only money 
enough for one, then surely the sicker of the two should go. If both were 
equally ill, then the one who had most recently had his turn at the cure 
should remain behind. This required careful balancing on the part of the 
invalid. If he were too sick, then the effort of travel was out of the question. If 
he were not sick enough, then he might not need the cure as much as another 
member of the household. If he responded too quickly when abroad to the 
benefits of the cure, or seemed to be enjoying himself too much, then his 
travel might be cut short because it was using limited family resources for 
pleasure while others required “treatment.” Both Henry and Mary James 
kept a sharp eye on the letters written by their traveling invalid children to 
monitor expenditure and healthful returns. 

A most revealing exchange took place between Henry and his parents in 
1869. Since William had returned from his quest for health in the European 
spas, it was Henry’s turn. He traveled in England, France, Switzerland, and 
Italy and, violating the precept of limited energy, found delight in walking, 
climbing, and horseback riding. He seemed to be enjoying himself too much, 
however, and was criticized by his Cambridge-bound parents. He wrote a 
defense to his father, whose side of the exchange can easily be inferred from 
the son’s remarks. “To have you think that I am extravagant with these truly 
sacred funds sickens me to the heart, and I hasten in so far as I may to 
reassure you. When I left Malvern, I found myself so exacerbated by im¬ 
mobility and confinement that I felt it to be absolutely due to myself to test 
the impression which had been maturing in my mind, that a certain amount 
of regular lively travel would do me more good than any further repose. As I 
came abroad to try and get better, it seemed inexcusable to neglect a course 
which I believed for various reasons to have so much in its favor.” Having 
made show of concern for limited funds and the evils of idle pleasure, Henry 
deftly concluded that what he needed for really good health was more 
pleasurable travel. “I have now an impression amounting almost to a convic- 
tion that if I were to travel steadily for a year I would be a good part of a well 
man.” 28 

Seven weeks later, he replied to a remonstrance against extravagance from 
his mother’s pen. Here too he balanced carefully between accepting parental 
injunction against pleasure and insisting upon his need, as one weak in body, 
to cater to the pleasures of the spirit. He wisely commended the play for its 
utility in increasing his capacity to work. 

I duly noted your injunction to spend the summer quietly and economically. I hope 
to do both or that is, to circulate in so far as I do, by the inexpensive vehicle of my 
own legs. When you speak of your own increased expenses, etc., I feel very guilty and 
selfish in entertaining any projects which look in the least like extravagance. My 
beloved mother, if you but knew the purity of my motives! Reflection assures me, as 
it will assure you, that the only economy for me is to get thoroughly well and into 


THE USE AND ABUSE OF ILLNESS 


235 


such a state as that I can work. For this consummation, I will accept everything—even 
the appearance of mere pleasure-seeking. 29 

That Henry had learned well the puritanical judgment of selfishness and 
mere pleasure-seeking was clear. He had also learned that illness and the need 
for treatment made divine what might otherwise have been labeled 
diabolical—even in his parents’ liberal household. Energy and capital flowed 
freely for healing, while the sluices were clanged decisively shut for pleasure 
and idleness. 

“When I think that a winter in Italy is not as you call it a winter of ‘recreation,’ ” 
Henry wrote, “but an occasion not only of physical regeneration, but of serious 
culture too (culture of the kind which alone I have now at twenty six any time left for) 
I find the courage to maintain my proposition even in the fact of your allusions to the 
need of economy at home. It takes a very honest conviction thus to plead the cause of 
apparently gross idleness against such grave and touching facts. I have trifled so long 
with my trouble that I feel as if I could afford now to be a little brutal. My lovely 
mother, if ever I am restored to you sound and serviceable you will find that you have 
not cast the pearls of your charity before a senseless beast, but before a creature with a 
soul to be grateful and a will to act. 30 

A month later his mother reassured Henry that he could do what he 
wished. He was so successful at the politics of invalidism that he got her to 
apologize for having questioned his motives. The coffers were wide open, 
with Mary James urging Henry to let your “prudent old mother” take care of 
everything. She added, “If you were only here for an hour, and we could talk 
over this subject of expense, I could I know exorcise all these demons of 
anxiety and conscienciousness that possess you, and leave [you] free as air, to 
enjoy to the full all that surrounds you, and drink in health of body and of 
mind in following out your own safe and innocent attractions.” The only 
promise that she wished to extract was that henceforth he would, “throw 
away prudence and think only of your own comfort and pleasure, for our 
sakes as well as your own .” 31 Henry remained in Europe and traveled as he 
saw fit, gathering impressions for his literary career. He was intermittently 
plagued by back and bowel complaints, so that repeated convalescence was 
necessary. 

Not all the children were equally adept or as intensely driven to succeed at 
the manipulative politics of invalidism. A note from Alice James canceling a 
visit to her friend Sara Darwin shows one way that a “prudent old mother” 
could manage limited funds. If she decided to give money to support the 
illness of one child, it meant depriving another. Alice openly recognized 
illness to be a tactic of family politics, although on this occasion she rejected 
using illness to get her own way. “Poverty reminds me of my visit to New 
York, or rather my non-visit,” she wrote. 

You must not mention this on your return in Quincy St. A vague rumour reached 
number 20 a few days ago. A package of dynamite suddenly introduced into the midst 
would have produced a less shattering effect on the family circle—parent and child 



236 


HOWARD M. FEIN STEIN 


tom literally limb from limb, but its true nevertheless if I go to New York I shall have 
to buy some duds [unclear], which in these rural districts I can do very well without. 
Mother is constantly throwing out dark mysterious hints upon the necessity of econ¬ 
omy and now I am economizing? (is it spelt with an s or a z?) I am in a very robust 
condition of health so that I cannot wriggle out there, but 1 am strongly tempted to abandon 
virtue when I think of thee as a companion in vice and of the little parental encouragement which 
1 receive [my italics]. But I shall be rewarded, I have quite determined elsewhere. 

As an apology for not answering Sara’s letter sooner she pleaded, “Original 
sin is my only refuge; I was bom bad and I never have recovered.” 32 She had, 
as the letter reveals, learned her mother’s trick of participating in the 
abstemious atmosphere of Calvinism yet rejecting it, through humor. But 
virtue and vice, sin and redemption were familiar points of the compass 
whether called in a stem voice or softened with a chuckle. 


Ill 

Within this familial and social context, illness could be seen in either a 
negative or a positive light. Illness was an unfortunate consequence of over¬ 
work, yet it justified the pleasure of travel and leisure to a carping conscience. 
It caused pain and suffering, yet to the romantically influenced it marked the 
sufferer as one possessed of unique sensibility like a poet or a saint. Not just a 
physical evil, illness was to be cultivated as a romantic sign of grace. Alice 
James’s diary provides an ironic illustration of this attitude. She had taken to 
her bed and required perpetual nursing care for “sick headaches.” While her 
nurse was dressing her one morning, Alice was “suddenly flooded by one of 
those luminous waves that sweep out of consciousness all but the living sense 
and overpower one with joy in the rich, throbbing complexity of life.” She 
was so taken with her own sensitivity compared with the “primitive rudimen¬ 
tary expression” of the nurse that she announced, “Oh! Nurse, don’t you 
wish you were inside of me\” But the nurse disclaimed, “Inside of you, Miss, 
when you have just had a sick head-ache for five days!” The caretakers in the 
serving class apparently looked upon the enterprise of invalidism with dif¬ 
ferent eyes. Alice wryly noted, “Nurse and I had a good laugh but I must 
allow that decidedly she ‘had’ me.” 33 


IV 

In a work-centered, pleasure-phobic culture, invalidism made idleness so¬ 
cially acceptable. It also provided social definition, particularly to the young, 
who felt keenly the need to do something but found other social options 
unattractive. In the time of his youth, Henry, Jr., recalled, “Just staying at 
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home when everyone was on the move couldn’t in any degree show the right 
mark: to be properly and perfectly vague one had to be vague about some¬ 
thing.” 34 Invalidism was to show “just the right mark” for him for the next 
decade and even beyond. Henry injured his back fighting a fire at Newport 
in the autumn of 1861. His recollection of that experience is most revealing, 
alluding, as it does, to the embarrassing yet useful aspects of being ill in that 
early Civil War period. He admitted obliquely to his intent: “To have 
trumped up a lameness at such a juncture could be made to pass in no light 
for graceful.” He was vague about the nature of his injury but was convinced, 
from the outset, that the disability would last a long time. He continued to 
suffer from back trouble for years, but medical examinations after he had 
recovered from the initial injury revealed no lasting physical damage. 

Physicians were unpredictable supporters of the invalid role. Dr. Bigelow, 
the medical “oracle” Henry consulted, said that there was “nothing to speak 
of the matter.” Without the doctor’s support, Henry’s invalidism could not 
flourish. He quite rightly reasoned that the work of a law student could also 
offer “in the public eye, a season of some retirement.” He extolled the virtues 
of that position. “The beauty was—I can fairly see it now, through the haze 
of time, even as beauty! that studious retirement and preparatory hours did 
after all supply the supine attitude, did invest the ruefulness, did deck out the 
cynicism of lying down book in hand with a certain fine plausibility.” 35 

In addition to protecting leisure, invalidism served admirably to convey 
feelings that would have been difficult to express directly without ruffling the 
surface calm called for by the social ideal of the Victorian family. In our 
post-Freudian age, we live more easily with ambivalence between intimates 
than would have been conceivable in the social setting of William James’s 
youth. That one might hate the parent whom one also loved, resent the 
caretaker whose nurturing made invalidism possible, loathe the domestic 
scene whose apparent peace shielded one from worldly struggles, was 
unthinkable—or at least unmentionable. But an invalid could refuse to im¬ 
prove, bemoan his long list of complaints, and inflict pain on his anxious 
relatives as if to say, “I hate you for what you have done to me by doing for 
me.” The perplexed caretaker felt the impact of the blow yet was unable to 
strike back at another so weak and helpless. Once again, Mary James’s letters 
provide vivid illustration. When William returned from a voyage of recovery, 
she was frankly irritated by the assaulting quality of his complaints. She told 
Henry, Jr., “Well, he seems as yet too much the old story to give us all the 
pleasure that we expected. Of course we make every allowance for the fatigue 
of the voyage; and his broken sleep, and know he must have made great gains, 
and we shall presently see it. He looks well . The trouble with him is that he 
must express every fluctuation of feeling, and especially every unfavorable 
symptom; without reference to the effect upon those about him.” 36 Though 
she was an acute observer, Mary James could not admit what must have been 
patently obvious to others—that William’s unhappiness at being home had 
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something to do with the jibes she received in the form of physical com¬ 
plaints. 

Henry James, Sr., also received his share of barbs through illness. 
Whenever they were unhappy with him, William and Henry mocked his 
ideas. Alice occasionally felt the urge to be more outspoken but could not do 
this directly. She could play the part of adoring child to perfection, but when 
angry feelings threatened to erupt, sickness became her way of expression. In 
1867-68, William and Henry were both actively nursing their backs, and she 
became overwhelmed with “violent turns of hysteria” that left her prostrate 
like her admired older brothers. There was no hint of cause for her fainting 
spells in the family correspondence. It was blamed, as usual, on overexertion. 
But a diary entry written after reading William’s essay on the “Hidden Self’ 
more than twenty years later exposed what she had been trying to hide. She 
had felt barely repressed rage pushing her toward murder or suicide. She was 
flooded with waves of anger toward her father. She recalled that she had had 
to police her patricidal impulses and was terrified that her moral powers 
would be overwhelmed. “I saw so distinctly that it was a fight simply be¬ 
tween my body and my will,” she confided in her diary, “a battle in which 
the former was to be triumphant to the end. Owing to some physical weak¬ 
ness, excess of nervous susceptibility, the moral power pauses, as it were for a 
moment, and refuses to maintain muscular sanity, worn out with the strain of 
its constabulary functions.” 37 She was not weak from overwork but from the 
strain of holding her deepest emotions back. The diary entry gave a graphic 
description of her inner conflict but offered no clue as to the source of her 
anger with her father. It is likely that it had something to do with the 
vocational struggles of the family. Her older brothers were stalled in in¬ 
validism while making a show of seeking vocation. Her younger brothers 
were off working the plantation in Florida backed by a substantial portion of 
the family estate. She was trapped in what she felt to be a rural backwater in 
order to keep her parents company as they passed into old age. There is 
virtually no mention of education for her in the family correspondence, save 
what she might learn from medical treatment, nor of efforts to introduce her 
to young men, except physicians for healing. She joked with her girl friend 
Sara well into the 1870s about looking for a husband, but family interest and 
resources were committed to the boys. If one were casting about for omens, it 
would have been disturbing to note, as Mary James did in 1869, that the 
occasion of Alice’s majority was ushered in by a solar eclipse. 38 

The limited options of a woman from her social class were rapidly closing 
for her during the 1860s. It is easy to see how she might have been infuriated 
with her father. He promised glorious spiritual fulfillment but did little to 
help her in any practical ways, and he paid close attention to his four sons’ 
education and careers while making no provisions for her future. But how 
could she dare express animosity toward a “benignant pater” who made 
brotherhood the test of redemption and ideal fatherhood a model for himself 
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and God? She stifled the rage and became ill. This gave her father the 
discomfort of witnessing her invalidism. When her rage intensified, she had 
to use all of her powers of restraint to keep from killing him—or doing what 
Freud has taught us amounts to the same thing symbolically—killing herself. 
Her rage combined with her moral rectitude produced her neurasthenic 
condition. Alice experienced the intrusion of violence into her consciousness 
as a physical defect, a “breakdown in her machinery,” or “muscular insan¬ 
ity,” rather than her own emotional response to her plight. “As I used to sit 
immovable reading in the library,” she noted in her diary, “with waves of 
violent inclination suddenly invading my muscles taking some one of their 
myriad forms such as throwing myself out of the window, or knocking off 
the head of the benignant pater as he sat with his silver locks, writing at his 
table, it used to seem to me that the only difference between me and the 
insane was that I had not only all the horrors and suffering of insanity but the 
duties of doctor, nurse, and strait-jacket imposed upon me, too.” 39 

Though an astute clinician, George Beard shared the same family ideal as 
did his patients. He showed little comprehension of the love-hate relationship 
between parents and children. Violence toward loved ones was “insane” by 
definition, he wrote. “The sane man murders those whom he hates, from 
whose death he expects to gain something; the insane man murders those 
whom he most loves—from whose death he can gain nothing.” 40 It was a 
comforting distortion to banish evil into the realm of unreason. Freud had to 
remind the Victorian world that murder was a family affair in real life as well 
as in gothic novels. 


V 

If invalidism had obvious social and interpersonal utility, it was at best a 
compromise. The invalid might enjoy the leisure that illness provided, but he 
also shared in the social judgment of that enjoyment and felt guilty. If illness 
served as a niche for social participation, it was one that the sufferer judged to 
be inferior, and as a result he felt shame. The quest for health was a lever for 
prying loose family funds, but the beneficiary knew that others were being 
deprived and was tom by a sense of responsibility to them. Sickness could 
express the unmentionable but the sufferer judged his own feelings as evil. In 
sum, cultivating illness may have aided transgressions against society, fam¬ 
ily, and self, but it also levied penalties for those acts. Invalidism was a 
compromise between crime and punishment. 

Henry James’s letters from Italy provide an illustration of the way that 
illness helped the sufferer do penance for the advantages he enjoyed. Henry 
had successfully argued for including Italy in his itinerary, pleading its salu¬ 
tary effects for health and its enriching influences for general culture. But, 
having overcome parental opposition, he found himself strangely hampered 
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in his enjoyment of the prize. “It’s as if/’ he complained to William, “I had 
been bom in Boston: I can’t for my life frankly surrender myself to the 
Genius of Italy, or the Spirit of the South—or whatever one may call the 
confounded thing; but I nevertheless feel it in all my pulses.” 41 He did 
eventually unbend and wrote excitedly, “If I might talk of these things I 
would talk of more and tell you in glowing accents how beautiful a thing this 
month in Italy has been and my bosom aches with memories.” 42 Unfortu¬ 
nately, as he opened himself to Italy, his health began to fail. “I’m very sorry 
to say that I am anything but well,” he complained to his father. “Not that I 
have any new and startling affliction, but... Ever since I have been in Italy I 
have been rapidly losing ground... . It makes a sad trouble of what ought to 
be a great pleasure.” 43 True, Henry James was not a Bostonian by birth, but 
to his chagrin, he was prey to the very attitudes that he mocked. Invalidism, 
though useful, proved a restricted visa for such a traveler. 

Doctors were important in the structure of invalidism. Sometimes unwit¬ 
tingly, but often with consummate skill, they matched illness with treat¬ 
ment, as a judge might match a crime with a suitable sentence. It would take 
us too far afield to describe in detail the entire range of treatments mentioned 
in the James family correspondence. Lifting, hot irons, icepacks, blistering, 
galvanism, the water cure—each justified by some medical theory, each 
translated into the exchange of pain for pleasure, and all tried in their turn by 
the members of the family in their search for health. Several illustrations 
connected to the problem of work will suffice. If illness justified work- 
avoidance in a work-centered culture, logic dictated that the sanction for 
ill-gotten leisure should be hard labor. Whether the doctors understood this 
relationship or not, their invalid patients saw it that way. Too simply stated, 
treatment turned leisure into labor, either through prescribing rest to a de¬ 
gree that became a test of one’s endurance or by recommending physical 
exertion to a degree that seemed like work. When Mary James reported on 
Alice’s attempts at a rest cure, for example, she described it as labor. “Alice is 
busy trying to idle, and it is always very hard depressing work, this to her, 
but I think it will tell in the end.” 44 There was more self-conscious irony in 
the younger Henry’s description of sight-seeing in Rome as labor. “I have 
buckled down to my work with a fair amount of resolution.... The Vatican, 
the Museum of the Capitol, the Colisium [x/c] and the Baths of Caraculla, the 
Pantheon, the forum, and the churches of the Lateran and St. Maria 
Maggiore—such are my special acquisitions.” 45 

But Rev. William James (brother of Henry James, Sr.) was not attempting 
humor when he described the water cure at Clifton Springs as work. Doctors 
reassured him that his headaches were not a sign of impending apoplexy (his 
father’s fatal illness); they were due to “torpidity” of the glands, stomach, and 
nervous system, which the doctors claimed could be relieved by prolonged 
water treatment. No matter what pathophysiology the physician used, it 
could be translated into the language of industry by the invalid. The daily 
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regimen at Clifton Springs was characterized in a letter to his daughter. u Let 
me give you each days work.” And work it was, at least enough to satisfy a 
puritan conscience for the leisure enjoyed. The day began at 5:30 a.m. Be¬ 
sides baths of total and partial immersion in water ranging from tepid to very 
hot, there were two required periods of exercise—bowling in the morning, 
“which brings streams of perspiration from every pore of my body,” and a 
walk of “4 to 5 miles” in the afternoon. 

Henry James had an intuitive grasp of the relationship between leisure and 
pain. Witness his playful query to a friend, “Have you ever a superstitious 
sense of having to give some quid pro quo for your particular pleasure?” 46 A 
good-humored judge, he condemned his correspondent to describing her 
travels to him in person when they met again. However magical he felt such 
an exchange to be, he along with other invalids bartered in that economy. 
The full cooperation of the medical profession was readily obtained. Sup¬ 
ported by the theory of counter-irritation—which hypothesized that 
therapeutically induced pain could relieve the underlying cause of existing 
pain—patients were shocked and blistered and boiled. When Alice James 
subjected herself to galvanism (the application of electric current to the skin), 
she wrote graphically of the painful experience to a friend. She was being 

treated, she said, “by Dr. N-, of whom I have heard great things & who 

certainly either in spite or because of his quackish quality had done me a 
great deal of good in many ways... . His electricity however has the starch¬ 
ing properties of the longest Puritan descent.” 47 Like so many other remedies 
that she tried, its effects were only temporary. 

One of the many therapies William tried on himself was blistering. Blisters 
were produced by making chemical burns on the skin. They were supposed 
to help relieve back pain. He described the process in detail and urged it upon 
his brother as he often did with other nostrums. “I have been trying blisters 
on my back and they do undeniable good. Get a number about the size of a 25 
cents piece, or of a copper cent. Apply one every night on alternate sides of 
the spine over the diseased muscles. In the morning prick the bubbles; and 
cover then with a slip of rag with cerate, fastened down by cross straps of 
sticking plaster. Try a dozen in this way at first. Then wait two weeks and 
try Vi doz. more & so on...” 48 A year later, blistering was still in his 
therapeutic armamentarium, and he assured Henry, “The application is un¬ 
comfortable, but will pay But the beneficial effects, like those from Alice’s 
galvanism, were short-lived at best. 

Indeed, all of the cures were doomed to failure, though they succeeded 
admirably in supporting the structure of invalidism. No matter what the 
theoretical basis for their therapeutics, experienced healers have always 
known that invalidism is a complex creation. In mid-nineteenth-century 
New England, it coalesced from a Romantic and puritanical matrix into a 
durable social role. Salvation through work, condemnation of idleness, suspi¬ 
cion of pleasure, and a belief that suffering leads to grace flowed from the 
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Puritan source. Insistence upon self-expression, a high valuation of leisure, 
and the admiration of delicacy and acute sensibility issued from the Roman¬ 
tic. In such vigorous crosscurrents, illness had considerable utility. It pro¬ 
vided social definition, sanctioned pleasure, prescribed leisure for health, 
protected from premature responsibility, forced others to care, and expressed 
inadmissible feelings while protecting vital personal ties. For the patient, it 
was a compromise between the attainment of forbidden goals and punish¬ 
ment for that accomplishment. With the cooperation of their physicians, 
patients balanced pain against pleasure, crime against punishment, and main¬ 
tained an uneasy equilibrium. 
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PERSONALITY AND CULTURAL 
HISTORY IN THE NOVEL 
Two American Examples 

Cushing Strout 


Any future history of psychology-in-history would have to discuss the impetus 
given this genre by the American Studies scholars who, mostly in the 1950s and 
1960s, published books on cultural themes. These volumes had in common the dis¬ 
covery of opposites or tensions within popular American beliefs, and exploring them 
called for a preeminently (though always implicitly) psychoanalytic regard for 
paradox, ambivalence, conflict. Americans—culturally speaking—held contradictory 
views of themselves (Cavalier or Yankee?), of nature (better accommodated or ex¬ 
ploited?), and of the West (wilderness or garden?); Jacksonian Democrats could not 
decide whether to look forward or backward. American studies thus explored what 
deep down may be understood as the push/pull between high regard for the pristine 
newness of America and aroused appetite for material gain. These monographs 
searched for surface and subsurface themes in magazines, ceremonial orations, and 
literature. 

Descending from the mythic and symbolic heights where such studies dwell, Cush¬ 
ing Strout in the following essay tries to show that literary sources can be of more 
specific value to historians. Closely and carefully read fiction, he argues, besides 
offering hints about the author’s private life, may reveal the experiences of particular 
peoples—their conflicts with prevailing values and attitudes—and therefore suggest 
how in real life personality, society, and culture intersected. Using a work of the 
imagination, the historian thereby gains a “feel” for the analysis his conventional 
primary sources buttress with harder evidence. Henry Adams’s fictional account of 
Esther’s personal strivings brings vividly to life the male-female tensions that Smith- 
Rosenberg introduced above; Abraham Cahan’s Jewish immigrant in late- 
nineteenth-century New York City serves, by dint of Cahan’s experience but also his 
powers of imagination, to answer questions about ethnic identity, social mobility, and 

Reprinted, with minor alterations, from New Literary History (Spring 1970):423—37 by 
permission. 
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the psychic costs of making it in a pluralistic society. Novels can therefore be histori¬ 
cal,” Strout concludes in a longer version of this article, in the sense that, through art, 
they “openly explore a middle range of identity problems that occur when an indi¬ 
vidual’s emotional life, representative in part of a group, class, or movement, entang¬ 
les itself in cultural patterns that are subject to the deeper tides of historical change. 

Finally, a valuable point that Strout repeats is that historians who use psychological 
or social scientific jargon might take a lesson from the novelist: we can best relate the 
richness of the interplay between mind and society by letting a novelist s narrative 
line absorb it. 


IN A CRITICAL review of contemporary directions in the study of Amer¬ 
ican cultural history, David Davis has pointed out that the American Studies 
movement has characteristically produced works that “expose a contradiction 
or cluster of tensions embedded within the culture itself as the result of an 
interplay between past choices and commitments and new ideas or situa¬ 
tions.” Many of these literary studies have been alert to the way in which 
symbols and myths have concealed or accommodated conflicts in belief and 
value: the myths of the West or of the American Adam; the pastoral ideal of 
the middle landscape between primitive nature and urban civilization; the 
image of Europe as the Old World; and the contrary types of Cavalier and 
Yankee as stand-ins for the American character. But Davis properly notes 
that “one must guard against relegating all conflict to the world of symbol 
and myth,” and he adds that it is still necessary to find some means of seeing 
how cultural patterns find “internalization and adaptation within individual 
personalities.” Pointing to Erik Erikson’s Young Man Luther , he suggests that 
biography, “by showing how cultural tensions and contradictions may be 
internalized, struggled with, and resolved within actual individuals, offers 
“the most promising key to the synthesis of culture and history.” 1 

It is no longer unusual to hear scholars refer to identity-crises, any more 
than it is for students to speak of having them. I have done it myself at length 
in a study of William James, using the psycho-historical concepts of Erik- 
son, 2 but I know there are those who would say that such analyses express 
what they describe—identity-diffusion. They ask, “Who is the fellow any¬ 
way, a psychoanalyst or a historian?” What I shall propose may provoke a 
further accusatory query: “Who is he anyway, a literary historian or a social 
psychologist?” The only proper reply is that to see some things clearly you 
must have binocular vision, especially in matters of the historical and cultural 
meaning of personality. 

Strictly speaking, the identity-crisis concept is a semi-clinical description 
of the emotional turmoil characteristic of late adolescence and early manhood 
facing decisive choices of mate and vocation. Erikson has expanded its use¬ 
fulness by his own sensitivity to the historical elements that enter into such 
dramas, particularly in the lives of creative men whose development is 



246 


CUSHING STROUT 


marked by intense and disruptive difficulties in the very measure that the 
problems which they generate and suffer have a wide relevance to the major 
intellectual, cultural, or political problems of their time. Erikson’s revision of 
Freud has its own framework, a schedule of opposing emotional tendencies 
for each of his eight stages of the lifecycle. It mediates between the deter¬ 
ministic view that men do not know the psychosexual process that has made 
them what they are and the voluntaristic view that a historical process is one 
in which the mind knows itself to be living. Erikson finds in the search for 
vocation and the experience of work a neglected clue to the meaning of 
psychic conflict; his theoretical concept of identity, nevertheless, makes it 
largely unconscious, or pre-conscious at most, in any case not to be confused 
with “social roles, personal traits, or conscious self-images.” 3 His limiting 
definition is meant to be a useful warning against loosely using the concept of 
identity to apply to whatever we happen to be investigating. 

Certainly the clinical context of Erikson’s concept is necessary when the 
presence of inorganic disabilities, inappropriate feelings, or paradoxical be¬ 
havior is striking enough (as with Martin Luther or William James) to compel 
the analyst to become a part-time alienist in order to make sense of the bizarre 
data. But there are few people now at work in academic life who can confi- 
dently follow the path that he has charted by virtue of his unusual training 
and experience in clinical and anthropological study, and the number of cases 
where extensive appropriate evidence is available for depth-analysis, though 
greater than we thought before we began to look for it, is still small enough to 
act as a deterrent for most scholars against straying from more traditional 
scholarly routes. 

Yet many of Freud s terms—repression, ambivalence, projection, compen¬ 
sation, and displacement—have been exploited out of their original context in 
his specific theory of the individual’s psychosexual etiology because contem¬ 
porary historians need a vocabulary to explore a broad range of more or less 
conscious strategies for dealing with powerful feelings generated by the con¬ 
flicts of group-life, conflicts not reducible to “the family romance” that both 
Freud and Erikson have emphasized. Similarly, Erikson’s concern for 
identity-formation tends to appear nowadays in sociological formulations of 
historical problems that are usually much more matters of the conscious 
assertion of group ideologies, interests, and images than they are of uncon¬ 
scious feelings and assumptions, for example, the movement for “black 
power,” for various anti-imperial nationalisms, or for woman’s liberation. 
For the purpose of bringing together culture and history in the analysis of 
individual or group conflicts there will be a range of formulations between 
the terms appropriate to Freud’s vocabulary and the terms of “habits, opin¬ 
ions, usages, and beliefs” that have been characteristic of sociology ever since 
Tocqueville used them in Democracy in America . 4 It would seem to be a major 
problem that we do not have a vocabulary of analysis as specific as either 
Freud’s, Erikson’s, or Tocqueville’s for the difficult, shifting middle ground 
between egopsychology and sociology. 
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I would like to suggest that we can be compensated to some degree for the 
missing vocabulary by the narrative method of certain novelists whose imag¬ 
ined characters, drawn indirectly from experience, dramatize in their lives 
the sort of intellectual, cultural, and psychological interplay that has at¬ 
tracted Erikson’s attention. The novel tends to focus on the growth of per¬ 
sonality through conflict and crisis, and if the novelist has a strong sense of 
time and place, combined with perception into the individual motivations of 
his characters, those changes will resonate with the historical and cultural 
issues that enter into them. I want to illustrate this proposition with two 
neglected novels, Esther and The Rise of David Levinsky, one closer to the 
psychoanalytic end of the spectrum, the other closer to the sociological, 
though both incorporate shades of meaning at the complementary opposite 
pole. 

Over a decade ago Edward N. Saveth found an ambivalence towards 
women in Henry Adams’s work that led Adams to lament the historical 
decline of the Virgin as force, while dooming his fictional heroines to be 
without husbands or children. Saveth speculates that Adams’s expectation of 
a coming cataclysm is masochistically linked to his guilt for quarreling with 
the “dynamo” as an embodiment of the male principle, like the fantasy of 
killing the father. Adams’s doomed heroines are seen as revenge-fantasies 
against the mother, aggressive dreams harbored by “meek children and impo¬ 
tent men.” 5 In this Freudian interpretation Saveth reduces the novels to 
projections of Adams’s inner tensions, and merely deduces their origin from 
psychoanalytic theory rather than tracing them to a specific historical- 
biographical contest. Saveth’s treatment of Adams needs to be revised in the 
light of a post-Freudian psychology that can do justice to the historical situa¬ 
tion to which Adams addressed himself in his reflections on women. What¬ 
ever his own conflicts, he was, as a novelist, seeking to comprehend those of 
his characters, drawn from his experience of the women he knew well, and 
the cultural limits of their problems found an echo in his own personal sense 
of the limitations of contemporary masculine attitudes. 

Adams’s own psycho-history must remain elusive because he destroyed his 
private diaries and many of his letters after the suicide of his wife in 1885. 
There is one unnoticed clue, however, in his autobiography: “the fourth 
[child], being of less account, was in a way given to his mother, who named 
him Henry Brooks, after a favorite brother just lost.” 6 According to Henry’s 
brother Charles Francis, their mother delighted in the dark side of anticipa¬ 
tion, in “the forecast of evil.” 7 This trait became a notorious one of her fourth 
child, reflecting his own incorporation of an aspect of his mother’s personal¬ 
ity. His mother probably had on her side a special feeling for the child she 
had named for her recently-lost brother, and Adams’s fascination with 
women was probably in part rooted in his response to this relation. More 
important for the historian (if not for the biographer) is the point that 
Adams’s empathy with his heroines, his cult of the Virgin, and his role as an 
avuncular mentor to his flock of “nieces” can be seen as ways of expressing 
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certain aspects of himself traditionally designated in his culture as more 
feminine than masculine,” qualities of sympathy, artistic feeling, and 
flirtatious wit not favored by men in the hard, power-oriented capitalist 
world of his age. 

Despite his success as an editor, scholar, and teacher, his autobiography 
monotonously laments his ‘failure” from the point of view of a person who 
sees himself as a passive spectator rather than as a participant “playing the 
game of life. This sense of his own displacement from that world of aggres- 
sive power, which sensitive and timid natures” could not regard “without a 
shudder, gave him an unusual and penetrating sympathy with women. By 
analogy he could understand with particular keenness the plight of women 
who for whatever reason did not find their destiny adequately summed up in 
the image of meekness or of frivolity. In a lecture given in Boston in 1876 on 
The Primitive Rights of Women,” Adams used Lewis Henry Morgan’s 
findings about American Indians to show that primitive peoples did not treat 
women as^ property, and he blamed the Church for having “stimulated or 
permitted” woman’s degradation, which it later softened by idealizing the 
image of woman as the meek and patient, the silent and tender sufferer, the 
pale reflection of the Mater Dolorosa.” 8 

Adams s Esther exploits his own personal knowledge of such American 
figures as his cousin Phillips Brooks, pastor of Boston’s Trinity Church; John 
La Farge, who painted its murals and decorated St. Thomas Church in New 
York; Clarence King, the geologist and explorer of the West; Elizabeth 
Cameron, wife of a senator; and Adams’s own wife. 9 But the novel’s value is 
not that of a roman a clef; it hovers instead about the competing values of 
religion, science, and art as they bear on an intellectual woman’s search for 
herself. 

The heroine of Esther has artistic interests, does charity work, and is not 
conyentionally religious. She complains of her “feminine want of motive in 
life” (273), confessing that she wished that she earned her living. Two weeks 
after her father dies, Esther submits to a minister’s passionate insistence that 
they be engaged. It is clear that she finds her geologist cousin’s scientific 
naturalism and devotion to abstract truth far more congenial than the minis¬ 
ter s sensuous and passionate supematuralism, but she loves him and not her 
cousin. Her mother is dead and, as her father says, she has been “ ‘brought up 
among men, and is not used to harness,’ ” and “ ‘a woman who rebels is lost’ ” 
(231). Hearing the minister preach of love, she feels that the privacy of her 
o wn love has been violated by his public expression of passion. He is persua¬ 
sive, but she “could no more allow him to come into her life and take charge 
of her thoughts than to go down into her kitchen and take charge of her cook” 
(3°6). Her aunt, trying to break up what she knows is a bad match, appeals to 
Esther s feminine pride by pointing out that a woman cannot afford to be 
thrown over by a man, not even if he is a clergyman.’” Esther should 
therefore make it clear to him that she is jealous of the church, which she can 
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never accept as a minister’s wife should. In the climax she is determined to 
turn their relationship into a mere friendship, “even if it cost her a lover as 
well as a husband” (364). But the minister confesses that he wants her soul for 
his church and demands that she share his faith, which she cannot feel. “ ‘It is 
not my fault if you and your profession are one,’ ” Esther protests; “ ‘and of 
all things on earth, to be half-married must be the worst torture’ ” (366). 
Threatened by “the thunders of the church” that are “already rolling over her 
head,” she confesses that to her he always had seemed to be an archaic “priest 
in a Pagan temple” (368). The minister then loses his case forever by appeal¬ 
ing to her to accept the hope of resurrection and immortality on the ground 
that “the natural instincts” of her sex should lead her to want to meet once 
more the relatives she loves. This appeal to her weakness revolts her: “I ask 
for spiritual life and you send me back to my flesh and blood as though I were 
a tigress you were sending back to her cubs” (370). She has succeeded in 
driving the minister away, and she knows that “the romance of her life was 
ended” (371). In this light Esther’s integrity prevents her from succumbing to 
the great pressure put upon her by both the scientist and the minister to 
“have” a faith that she does not have. 

Adams’s conception of Esther gives her the dignity of principled rejection 
as well as the pathos of troubled identity. But a careful reading shows that 
there is another level to her story. It is parallel, incidentally, in this respect to 
Adams’s other novel, Democracy, in which the cultivated heroine eventually 
rejects a powerful amoral senator and is unable to respond emotionally to a 
powerless but honorable statesman because of her loyalty to her first husband 
and child, whose deaths have left her with the fire of her emotional and 
sexual life “burned out.” 

There is a powerful undercurrent to Esther’s conflicts connecting her story 
with the biographical fact that when Adams’s wife lost her father, she went 
into a depression that ended in suicide. That Adams saw the connection, as 
his biographer Ernest Samuels observes, is evident from his own suppression 
of the novel after the tragedy had happened. Esther’s father scorns clergymen 
and jokes about his hatred for Esther’s potential suitors whom in fantasy he 
has hated all his life and twice a year “treacherously stabbed... in the back” 
(229). Esther’s inability to accept the minister has another dimension sug¬ 
gested by the intensity of her outburst: “ ‘I despise and loathe myself, and 
yet you thrust self at me from every corner of the church as though I loved 
and admired it!’ ” (369). The church, she complains, cries “flesh-flesh-flesh’ 
at every comer.” When Catherine Brooke at Niagara Falls compares the fall 
to a pretty, self-conscious woman like herself, Esther “vehemently” protests 
that the roaring cataract is really “a man,” too powerful to be a woman (352). 
Adams’s comment on the minister has a psychological resonance: “To have 
Niagara for a rival is no joke” (349). In one sense the fall is for Esther a “huge 
church,” thundering its naturalistic gospel before her eyes, suggesting the 
traditional attributes of God, “eternity, infinity, and omnipotence,” reducing 
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her fret about her love affair to an “impertinence.” In another, unconscious 
sense, her image of it may express a wish to be a man. In a strange passage 
she “feverishly” proposes to “elope together” with Catherine on a “wedding 
journey” (332) as a flight from the problems of their suitors. Her language is 
appropriate to a fantasy-role as a man. These intense reactions on her part, in 
their range of possible meanings, compel the attentive reader to look for a 
deeper trouble in her feelings than any rational disagreement with the minis¬ 
ter can account for. Her self-revulsion and horror of the flesh suggest a 
deep-seated difficulty in accepting her own body, her sexual identity. Her 
aunt, who understands Esther, the minister, and the geologist better than 
anyone else in the story, believes that “if Esther is sensible she will never 
marry” (231). 

These psychological considerations should lead us back to historical ones. 
Something in the culture of these women has prediposed them to unhappy 
histories. Esther’s friend, Catherine Brooke, rebukes the dominating, erratic 
painter who loves her: “ ‘Men are always making themselves into ideals and 
expecting women to follow them’” (359). Esther is conventionally expected 
to accept the preacher’s faith if she is to marry him. The best option in the 
judgment of Esther’s tart-tongued aunt is for women to fall in love with 
clever men and then “marry dull, steady men in Wall Street, without any 
manners, and with hands in their pockets,” using the rest of their lives for the 
business of “educating their husbands” (351). But at bottom, in her view, the 
situation is much worse than that. She tells Esther’s father, who is worried 
that Esther will make a mistake in her marriage: “ ‘Marriage makes no real 
difference in their lot. All the contented women are fools, and all the discon¬ 
tented ones want to be men. Women are a blunder in the creation, and must 
take the consequences’ ” (231). Woman’s identity could hardly be more prob¬ 
lematical than her aunt’s bleak-jest would have it. At the end of the story the 
heroine and her female companion flee to Europe to escape the pressures put 
upon them by rejected men. 

Popular writers, Adams wryly observes in Democracy, “have decided that 
any woman will, under the right conditions, marry any man at any time, 
provided her ‘higher nature’ is properly appealed to” (158). Both heroines, 
Madeline and Esther, come to the verge of illustrating Adams’s aphorism that 
“the capacity of women to make unsuitable marriages must be considered as 
the corner-stone of our society” (159). These characters hold Adams’s interest 
because ultimately they refuse to surrender. But such women, who challenge 
the ordinary rules, are themselves scarred and troubled by earlier family life. 
Their curiosity and conviction are isolated from their sexuality, and they can 
see themselves as active agents only in their agonized refusals. They purchase 
their self-respect at the price of alienating their suitors. In so presenting 
them, Adams dramatized the effects on female character of a cultural defini¬ 
tion of women as beings assumed to be irrelevant to politics and to rational 
thought. The depth of the educated American woman’s trouble in this era 
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was that she herself, to a painful extent, internalized the definition that 
cramped her. Their own previous roles have not fitted them for new begin¬ 
nings. Esther’s identification with her anti-clerical father has confused her 
own sexual identity. If the men demand too much of the heroines of both 
novels because of their interest in power—political or spiritual—the women 
are more attracted to them than to the available suitors who do not threaten 
their individuality. To some extent their suffering is self-inflicted. 

In his autobiography, published twenty-three years after Esther , Adams’s 
view of women shifts in two ways. He expands his vision downward in the 
social scale of women to include ‘'telephone and telegraph-girls, shop-clerks, 
factory hands, running into millions of millions, and, as classes, unknown to 
themselves as to historians.” 10 But he sees this new “free” woman as “sexless” 
and bound like the man, to “marry machinery.” 11 He also looks far backward 
to the time when woman was a historical force by virtue of her power of sex, 
expressed in her role as beauty and as mother, as Venus and as Virgin. 
Traces of this power of woman remain in France, but in America, he la¬ 
ments, “an American Virgin would never dare command; an American 
Venus would never dare exist.” Both symbols represent energy, and woman 
in this sense is “animated dynamo,” or the power of reproduction—“the 
greatest and most mysterious of all energies; all she needed was to be 
fecund.” The Middle Ages charmed him because the combination of Venus 
and Virgin, evident at the Louvre and at Chartres, had exercised “vastly more 
attraction over the human mind than all the steam-engines and dynamos ever 
dreamed of; and yet this energy was unknown to the American mind.” 12 
This myth-making was a lament for the historical passivity of women in an 
age of the machine, and a criticism of merely “masculine” images of power 
and energy. If he had the good sense to see that “the Marguerite of the future 
could alone decide whether she were better off than the Marguerite of the 
past,” he was afraid that she would substitute for submission to the man or 
the church, submission to the machine. 13 He is at his best on women in the 
autobiography, however, when he speaks without mythologizing: 

The study of history is useful to the historian by teaching him his ignorance of 
women; and the mass of this ignorance crushes one who is familiar enough with what 
are called historical sources to realize how few women have ever been known. The 
woman who is known only through a man is known wrong. ... The American 
woman of the nineteenth century will live only as the man saw her; probably she will 
be less known than the woman of the eighteenth... and all this is pure loss to history, 
for the American woman of the nineteenth century was much better company than 
the American man; she was probably much better company than her grandmothers. 14 

If some women were not able to be happy in the passive roles that their 
culture had invented for them, neither was Adams, as a reformer, a historian, 
and a poet, content to be judged by the dominant standards of economic and 
political power. Every reader of the autobiography knows that Adams was 
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ambivalent about what William James called “the bitch-goddess SUCCESS” 
if only because the author so monotonously insisted on his own “failure.” A 
self-styled “pilgrim of power,” Adams knew that he did not have the power 
that his illustrious ancestors had wielded, but he “saw no office that he 
wanted.” 15 He could therefore sympathetically understand his heroine’s am¬ 
bivalence about submitting to masculine power or defying it: 

“I want to submit!” cried Esther piteously, rising in her turn and speaking in accents 
of real distress and passion. w Why can’t some of you make me? For a few minutes at a 
time I think it done, and then I suddenly find myself more defiant than ever” [319]. 

Looking backward in his autobiography through a poetic haze of nostalgia, 
Adams could celebrate the time when the Virgin had the power over men to 
make them want to build Chartres Cathedral. But that celebration was 
flawed by its reduction of woman’s humanity to a symbol of maternity, 
transcending sex, his own version of the characteristic misogyny of his class 
and culture. Elegant, witty, and penetrating, his novel tells another story, 
however, and proves the force of D. H. Lawrence’s advice to trust the artist’s 
tale and not his opinions. 

As a novelist, Adams was more sympathetic to Esther than Freud was to 
Dora, one of his most famous cases. What Freud missed in her, as Erikson 
has pointed out, was a “vital identity fragment” of “the woman intellectual 
which had been encouraged by her father’s delight in her precocious intelli¬ 
gence, but discouraged by her brother’s superior example as favored by the 
times.” 16 Freud’s blindness to certain aspects of the Dora case, as Philip Rieff 
has suggested, reflected a common type of nineteenth-century misogyny that 
depreciated the intellectual aspects of woman’s personality: “the child¬ 
bearing female represents the natural heritage of humanity, while the male 
carries on in spite of her enticements the burden of government and rational 
thought.” 17 If Adams tended to approach the same view in his myth of the 
Virgin, he could transcend it as a novelist, finding sympathy for a woman’s 
agnosticism and rebellion against male domination, even if, like Freud with 
Dora, he suspected that all was not well with Esther’s sexual identity, as it 
was not with his own wife’s relation to her father. For himself he valued 
Esther more than his nine-volume history. Though it has remained largely 
neglected by American scholars, it is one of the few American novels, after 
The Scarlet Letter, whose heroine has a similar name, that sympathetically 
portrays an intellectual woman outside the church. 

With The Rise of David Levinsky we must shift our focus towards the 
sociological without losing sight of the individual personality of its hero, who 
undergoes the representative experience of an immigrant encountering what 
Tocqueville saw as “a virtuous materialism” that might in the future “not 
corrupt, but enervate the soul and noiselessly unbend its springs of action,” 
unfitting men for public responsibility. 18 Abraham Cahan’s novel, published 
in 1917, is set in the same time period of the 1880s’s as Esther, but it deals 
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with the other end of the social scale. 19 It brings us into intimate knowledge 
of the inner meaning of the cultural strain implied in the movement of a 
Russian Jew to America, and it modulates our understanding of that process 
in a way that dramatization can achieve better than any sociological generali¬ 
zation. At the same time it links up certain ideological currents with the social 
pattern of economic upward-mobility and clarifies the function of Jewish 
religion in the life of immigrants. Just as Adams’s novel circles over the 
intellectual issue of the conflict of science and faith to probe at a less 
rationalistic level, so also Cahan’s story in all its “thick” social detail goes 
much deeper than the conventional literature of economic success ever did. 

The usual history of a religious group that breaks in a reformist spirit from 
its institutional tradition is characterized by sociologists as the development 
of a “sect” in tension with its surrounding society in contrast to a “church” that 
accepts it. But America had already blurred this distinction in the history of 
the Puritans who became the established church in New England. The 
American Reform Jews illustrated another variation by splitting off from the 
tradition of Orthodoxy in order to have less tension with the larger society. 
But the Jews, like both Protestants and Catholics in the American world of 
the late nineteenth century, experienced a common process of accommoda¬ 
tion to the secular, rationalistic, and middle-class ethos of a modernizing 
industrial and urban society with democratic traditions. In this sense Jewish 
history was not an anomaly, and it produced its own version of this process in 
The Rise of David Levinsky. Cahan himself represented the new immigration of 
Jews from eastern Europe, a great influx that was markedly different from 
the earlier German middle-class emigrants. Its grimmer circumstances of 
ghetto life had made for a more traditional piety, a stronger sense of people- 
hood among different nationalities, or a more radical passion for secular social 
justice. The small group of American Jews who had in 1885 formed the 
Jewish Theological Seminary Association in New York as a protest against 
the sacrifice of tradition by the reform movement would find its opportunity 
for influence in the flood of the new immigration. Cahan himself was a 
Russian Jew with a passion for Russian literary culture and for socialism. 
Emigrating to America in 1882 as a political exile, he mastered both English 
and Yiddish, edited the Jewish Daily Forward in the language of its readers, 
and worked as an organizer in Jewish labor unions. By the turn of the century 
his literary work had earned the praise of William Dean Howells, and The 
Rise of David Levinsky was, in one sense, a Russian-Yiddish study in “realism” 
to match the American’s The Rise of Silas Lapham. 

Howells’s Yankee hero finally forsakes the material advantages which 
complicity with sharp practices could have brought him and abandons Bea¬ 
con Street for his native Vermont. More faithful to representative social 
actuality of its period, Cahan’s novel portrays the slow economic rise in the 
garment industry of the lower East Side of a Jewish immigrant from Russia. 
Levinsky begins as a rabbinical student in the Russian ghetto, steeped in the 
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Talmud, but distracted by guilty sexual desires. Stricken when anti-Semites 
cause his mother’s death, he is comforted and rescued from desperate poverty 
by an educated and prosperous Russian girl who is close to Gentile culture. 
Subsidizing his exodus, she resolves to achieve her vision of him as an edu¬ 
cated man. On American shores the process of his adaptation to the economic 
and social conditions of his new world completes his alienation from Or¬ 
thodoxy. Levinsky begins to see Americanization as the “tangible form of 
becoming a man of culture,” because he regards even the most learned and 
refined Europeans as “greenhorns.” Yet at the same time he retains an ambiv¬ 
alent feeling that American education is a “cheap machine-made product.” 
All the outward earmarks of his conventional earlier identity as a rabbinical 
student, his earlocks and beard, disappear in his struggle for economic ad¬ 
vancement and for sexual satisfaction in the teeming world of the East Side. 
The hope of going to City College, occasional lectures on ethical culture, the 
Darwinism of Herbert Spencer’s Sociology, and the dream of a close family 
life come to take the place of his training in rabbinical studies. Evading union 
regulations, thereby winning the support of big manufacturers, and copying 
his rivals’ designs, Levinsky becomes increasingly prosperous, able to donate 
to the Antomir Synagogue, which is a sentimental link for him to the world 
of his mother. If he studies poetry it is as a strategy to get to the poet’s 
daughter. But he is as out of place in her Hebrew-speaking milieu of ad¬ 
vanced literature, socialism, and Zionism, as he is among pious tra¬ 
ditionalists. Both ends of the eastern European spectrum of Jewish life are 
distant from his new life. 

Levinsky fashions for himself a new identity as a highly successful leader 
in the women’s ready-made cloak and suit business, but his doggedly honest 
account of his rise is also a recurrent lament for his lost ambition, his disap¬ 
pointments in love,and his aching, distorted feeling that the Talmudic stu¬ 
dent he was in Russia has more in common with his “inner identity” than the 
self he has made in America. His autobiography is the only way he can 
express his wistful vision of himself as a person “bom for a life of intellectual 
interest.” But his own story also shows that even as a schoolboy he had a 
vengeful dream of becoming rich and influential so as to punish his tormen¬ 
tors and that after his mother’s death he had lost his interest in the Talmud 
and was looking for “some violent change, for piquant sensations.” It is in 
this mood that the image of America seized his imagination. His divorced 
Russian-speaking patron had made it clear to him that she found his piety and 
his Jewish look equally ridiculous. She prophetically expects America to 
make another man” of him. Shaved and outfitted in his first American 
clothes, Levinsky mentally parades his “modern” make-up before his patron¬ 
ess. In America his reading of the Talmud at the Antomir Synagogue is 
only a stay against homesickness and a refuge from the strains of his struggles 
as a push-cart operator. Levinsky feels that his rigid native religion cannot be 
bent to the spirit of his new surroundings without breaking. But what makes 
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the most critical difference in his development is the shame reflected in his 
decision to shave: he cannot bear to be called a “green one.” His teacher in a 
public evening school, an American-born Reform Jew of German descent, 
devoted to the English Bible, to Dickens’ novels, and the Democratic Party, 
is his instructor in accommodation to the new world, a midwife to the immi¬ 
grant’s representative experience of a second birth. 

Cahan himself, though equally alienated from Orthodoxy, had a quite 
different development in the new world, preserving his ties to Russian litera¬ 
ture, to socialism, and to the Yiddish culture of the East Side Jews. The 
artfulness of his novel is not so much its documentation of a closely observed 
world as its exposure of the psychology of a Jew whose successful adaptation 
to American life of the late nineteenth century leaves him with a melancholy 
sense that his past and his present “do not comport well.” David Levinsky is 
not destroyed but successfully made over in a businessman’s role that only 
fitfully troubles him in retrospect. His wistful feelings are derived from the 
ideals that his mother and his patron have fostered in his youthful imagina¬ 
tion. Despite his adaptation, however, Levinsky knows that he cannot marry 
a Gentile woman to whom he is attracted, and he is still enough of a Jew to 
know that he is not really an educated man, that he has not served the cause 
of social justice and that his connection with a fashionable synagogue is quite 
external. Levinsky earns our sympathy for his plain prosaic honesty in ac¬ 
counting for his success. If he has missed much in achieving it, he knows, as 
his creator does, that it has been a representative experience in a country 
testifying to the power of worldliness. 

That power has been able to exert its force over him so thoroughly because 
a process of change had already begun in him before he crossed the sea. In 
Levinsky’s life Cahan dramatized the portentous fact that Judaism in 
America, like Catholicism, would be intimately connected with the problem 
of ethnic identity, thus complicating the problem of religious belief in 
America to the benefit of sociologists, if not to believers. Tocqueville had 
observed a peculiar mingling in America of patriotism and religion. If he had 
returned at the turn of the century, he would have had to add a missing 
chapter on immigration, Even in 1835 he had briefly noted with his usual 
keenness that economic success in America often forced the European emi¬ 
grant “to unlearn the lessons of his early education.” 20 Cahan’s novel refines 
that observation by making it clear that for many of those who found the 
motive and the means to emigrate, the unlearning had already begun before 
the crossing. 21 

These novels, as I have read them, are not so much “a mirror set up in the 
roadway” as they are small lasers with a focussed beam that is very penetrat¬ 
ing. They demonstrate the power of the novelist’s imagination to collapse 
into a narrative unity elements of psychology, history, and sociology that 
have also challenged the talents of scholars who seek to make the kind of 
integration that modem psycho-history demands but rarely achieves. What 
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they provide is an invaluable resource for advancing our understanding of the 
complex transactions between the self and its culture in a historical moment. 
But only if we bring to them a curiosity and a knowledge informed by these 
concerns will they answer in kind to our questions. 
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WERE POPULISTS IRRATIONAL? 

An Adlerian Approach 
to the Watershed of the 1890 s 

James M. Youngdale 


Few problems in American history offer a more attractive test case for the use of 
psychological theory on the nonbiographical scale than does late-nineteenth-century 
Populism. With a capital “P” the term refers to an outburst of ordinary people, mostly 
farmers and ranchers in the south and west, who were caught in the sharp depression 
of the 1890s. Banding together in the short-lived People’s Party, seeking economic 
relief and social justice in an increasingly integrated economy, they demanded gov¬ 
ernment ownership of railroads, telephone, and telegraph; they called for a graduated 
income tax and freer circulation of silver money. 

The stated purposes of the Populists help to shape the treatment historians have 
given them. An early historical view, represented in the work of Vernon Louis 
Parrington in the 1920s, was that Populists spoke for the “progressive” impulse in the 
American experience; for Parrington the people waged continuing, slowly successful 
war on special interests as American progressed inexorably toward a more just and 
democratic state. The closest student of the Populists before 1950, John D. Hicks, 
saw their revolt as the climactic chapter in the story of western challenges to eastern 
dominance and as part of the democratic-liberal theme that finally produced the New 
Deal. Writing in the 1960s, Norman Pollack emphasized the role of rational self- 
interest iii the Populist crusade, as have more recent scholars like Sheldon Hackney. 

Emphasis on reason and economic motive aims to undercut a rival interpretation, 
based more on intangibles and the emotional, by which Populism betrayed deep 
ambivalence about changing values in American society. According to the late 
Richard Hofstadter, in The Age of Reform (1955), Populists belonged to an American 
tradition, not of progress, but of fear and provincialism. While voicing a belief in the 
natural superiority of the small farmer, Populism fostered less noble traits like preju¬ 
dice, suspicion, and a conspiracy theory of history. Populism was “retrogressive,” 

Reprinted in revised form from Populism: A Psycbobistorical Perspective by James M. Youngdale 
by permission of Kennikat Press Corp. Copyright 1975 by Rennikat Press, Port Washington, 
N.Y. 
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Hofstadter argued; it was nostalgic and a bit foolish. At bottom the Populist was 
irrational. 

In the next selection, a shortened chapter from a book-length “psychohistorical 
perspective” on Populism, James M. Youngdale challenges Hofstadter’s irrationality 
thesis while applying his own analysis of the Populists. They reacted, he says, with 
an “offensive” rather than merely “defensive” strategy—one that makes most sense 
within the framework of Alfred Adler’s theory of social adaptation and search for 
community. Youngdale incorporates Adlerian ideas with the theory of paradigms, 
which he borrows from the history of science. Paradigms are overarching, all- 
encompassing views of reality that people discard when they no longer appear to be 
true to the facts, as for example when the theory that the world was flat gave way to 
the realization that it was neither flat nor the center of the universe. In the case of the 
Populists the large belief passing into disrepute was of limitless American land and the 
individual’s guarantee of reaping its rewards. Growing awareness that facts did not 
indeed square with this theory, Youngdale says, brought disillusionment that recalls 
Leon Festinger’s writings in social psychology. Disenchanted, unconsciously trying 
to minimize dissonance, Americans desperately searched for a new paradigm. 
“Bryanism,” after the pro-silver Democrat from Nebraska, explained disappointment 
as being the result of selfish monopolists and special interests in government; “mug- 
wumpism” was the prevailing attitude among middle- and upper-class persons whom 
change served to render less important than they had once been in public life; so¬ 
cialism, for some of the disgusted, looked ahead to an improved and more equitable 
community. Youngdale’s view is that Populism represents an interim or transitional 
paradigm in the gradual movement from individualistic or laissez faire assumptions to 
a socialistic, cooperationist one. 

Just as Youngdale’s book lumps together disaffected groups in American society 
running from members of the People’s Party in 1892 to the Minnesota Farmer- 
Laborites of the 1920s, and beyond, his chapter below says less than one would wish 
about the Populists themselves: Why did some Americans join the Populist Party and 
others not? Vulnerable for this reason, Youngdale’s essay nonetheless raises useful 
questions about how one treats disenchantment in rapidly changing circumstances 
and explores psychological as well as “objective” reasons why the 1890s were so 
critical a period in American history. Finally, by working with the concepts of Adler 
and Festinger, he offers an example of the ways in which psychological theory can 
help bring order to apparent disarray in the historical sources. 


A STUDY of Populism quickly forces one into that area of cultural criticism 
known as psychohistory. In using such terms as “zany fringe,” “much that 
was comic,” and “sour, illiberal and ill tempered” in referring to Populists, 
Richard Hofstadter, especially, focuses attention both on matters that fall 
under the rubric of psychology and on the problem of evaluating the gap 
between the subjective evaluation of reality by the actors in history and the 
objective paradigm imposed by the historian for understanding reality. The 
implied charge of irrationality in Hofstadter’s analysis has drawn heavy fire 
from Norman Pollack, who suggests that the responsibility for discontent has 
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been wrongly shifted from society to the Populists. “The result has been that 
the extent of oppression has been increasingly minimized and finally glossed 
over. And because the basis for discontent has been almost totally denied, 
Populism became subject to the charge of double irrationality; not only was it 
regressive, but it also responded to non-existent grievances.” 1 The debate 
between Hofstadter and Pollack dramatizes the problem of evaluating myth 
versus reality. Here is a central concern for the historian who wishes to 
move from “factual,” or narrative, history into the realm of motivation and 
interpretation, to ask “why” as well as “who, what, where and when.” 

It is fitting to observe, however, that all historical writing, even the so- 
called scientific history, is value-laden and based on certain assumptions 
about human nature. For example, the filiopietistic historians of the 
nineteenth century, who often dealt with “great” events and “great” people as 
heroes, were in effect portraying role models with whom, it was assumed, 
ordinary people could feel a sense of identity; these historians also ascribed 
“proper” normative values to mythic heroes as a response to such large moral 
questions as slavery or the growth of economic institutions like banks or 
trusts. In heroes like Franklin and Jackson, one could find such qualities as 
honesty, industry, and self-reliance, often with the touch of avarice that 
made up the positive image of the nineteenth-century rugged individualist. 
The later progressive historians, working with a dualism of “the people” 
versus “the interests,” were committed to a view of inner human nature as 
inherently “good” but subject to corruption by “evil” social institutions, 
which at times led them paradoxically to imagine an escape from society—as 
if, like Huck Finn, they could strike out for the territories. 

When instead one deals with Populism as a formal psychological problem, 
the first point to be made is the inadequacy of the psychoanalytic point of 
view. Freud was a medical doctor, looking always for a physiological remedy 
for “mental illness.” He attempted to reduce neurotic phenomena to a con¬ 
flict between instincts and cultural prohibitions; but, of course, culture itself 
was a product of instinctual sublimation. Caught up in this circular logic, 
Freud overvalued the importance of deep impulses and by the same token 
ignored the middle level (between instincts and paradigms) of social reality. 
There is barely a sense of history in Freud’s outlook, only the notion of 
oedipal conflict repeated as generational conflict. At best, this is a highly 
truncated sense of history; at worst, it is hopelessly irrelevant and mislead¬ 
ing. Freudians who subscribe literally to this model ignore the realities of 
changing social systems and of conflicting world-views as sources of indi¬ 
vidual and collective discord. 

It is also possible to discern within the Freudian scheme a highly elitist and 
conservative bias in a social sense, derived from identifying the superego as a 
necessary guardian of the status quo. The id in the model, with its animallike 
aggressive drives, is analogous to Calvin’s concept of human depravity as the 
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inner core of human nature. For both men, a highly ordered society was 
essential to control and channel the inner irrationality or depravity in man; 
and thus social elitism came easily to both Calvin and Freud. Rollo May is 
perceptive in describing Freudianism as “Calvinism in Bermuda shorts.” 

In much social science analysis, “neo-Freudians” (like Erik Erikson) are 
more directly significant than Freud himself. The problem with this group is 
that they try to ride two horses at once; they retain some version of in- 
stinctualism while spinning theories about the ways in which social reality 
impinges on individual consciousness. Erich Fromm, for example, spoke of 
the internalization of external reality with his observation that “the social 
character internalizes external necessities and thus harnesses human energy 
for the task of a given economic and social system .” 2 Fromm’s emphasis is 
on external reality; in his analytical scheme society determines personality 
without reference to the creative role of the individual in forming or choosing 
new paradigms for viewing reality. Not only does Fromm subscribe to a 
version of social determinism, but he retains from Freud the notion of in¬ 
stinctual determinism. This is evident when he digresses to excoriate Alfred 
Adler in Escape from Freedom. 

And while we think of the wish for power as an irrational impulse to rule over others, 
Adler looked entirely at it from the rational side and speaks of the wish for power as 
an adequate reaction which has the function of protecting the person against dangers 
springing from his insecurity and inferiority. Adler, here, as always, cannot see 
beyond purposeful and rational human determinations of human behavior; and 
though he has contributed valuable insights into the intricacies of motivation, he 
remains always on the surface and never descends into the abyss of irrational impulses 
as Freud has done . 3 

More recently, in The Crisis in Psychoanalysis, Fromm criticizes Freud on 
several counts, especially for his social conservatism. Yet he hails him for 
founding the science of human irrationality” in developing psychoanalytic 
theory . 4 As will be more fully evident after we turn to Adler, it is less than 
helpful to speak as Fromm does of the “abyss of irrational impulses.” For this 
point of view denies or obscures the social basis for ambivalence and tension 
caused by conflicting conceptual frameworks. Furthermore, Fromm grossly 
oversimplifies Adler s outlook in suggesting that his views reduce themselves 
to a “wish for power” that is the controlling factor in human life. 

In addition to the psychoanalytic view of psychology, there is a body of 
theory that falls under the heading of social behaviorism. At one end of this 
spectrum is the Stimulus-Response point of view developed by J. B. Watson 
and later by B. F. Skinner. S-R psychology has been widely criticized for 
failing to include either human organism or ideology as intervening factors 
between stimulus and response. This psychology is perhaps useful for study- 
ing habit formation and behavior reinforcement; even so, S-R theory does 
not take into account ambivalence in ideology as an element complicating 
the choice-making process and cannot explain the basis for a new choice as 
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it is made. Certain neobehaviorists have developed more sophisticated 
theoretical outlooks in such areas as learning theory and group process; how¬ 
ever, by virtue of the assumptions they work within, they too fail to examine 
macroprocesses in history in terms of overlapping paradigms. 

In a certain fundamental way, Karl Marx reflects an adherence to S-R 
psychology in his dictum that social being determines social consciousness 
and in his view that exploitation and/or deprivation produces responses to¬ 
ward reform and revolution. There is a tendency in Marx to deprecate 
anomalies with such terms as “lumpen proletariat,” for example, rather than 
to develop a more adequate explanation of the varieties of psychological 
strategies that people employ in striving to overcome dissonance and aliena¬ 
tion and to achieve a sense of harmony between life expectations and life 
settings. 

Another variant in behaviorist psychology comes from the progressives of 
the twentieth century, from such persons as George Herbert Mead and John 
Dewey, whose outlooks cast a long shadow on the present. Building upon 
William James’s ideas about the individual relativity of truth, these men 
developed systems involving situational psychology and morality. Necessar¬ 
ily, they came to view “human nature” as being highly elastic and variable in 
its potential for responding to widely differing, socially defined situations, 
and thus they have departed from the Freudian notion of an unchanging 
inner personality. Their difficulty arises with a tendency to define “social 
situation” in terms of small groups—for example, the family, the peer group, 
or the immediate community—a view that has led to the development of 
transactional analysis. The result of this definition of “social” has been the 
exclusion of changing social systems and conflicting ideologies as facets of the 
social situation. Even though these progressives and their followers have 
developed new theories about the significance of symbolic and nonverbal 
means of communication as forms of transactional interaction, they tend to 
accept the large status quo as a given and have failed to get at the root of 
ambivalence and ambiguity in paradigm conflict. 

Alfred Adler’s outlook, when coupled with the notion of history as over¬ 
lapping paradigms in a changing social reality, produces a special version of 
psychohistory. Adler not only rejected the Freudian notion of internalized 
personality structure, but also developed a positive theory emphasizing social 
environment as the factor accounting for variations in personality types or 
life-styles. In some ways, Adler is close to Mead, who viewed psychology in 
the context of social interaction; but Adler himself saw individuals interact¬ 
ing in a wider world of communities rather than the more narrow world of 
dyadic interaction stressed by Mead. It is noteworthy, too, that Adler is not 
truly open to the charge leveled against behavior modificationists that they 
would have the individual conform to existing norms; for Adler was con¬ 
sciously a socialist and saw various kinds of social reform as a precondition 
to successful individual therapy. 

For Adler, all inherited capabilities, the physical as well as the so-called 
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instinctual ones, are employed strategically by persons to accomplish certain 
goals they set before themselves: human activities, thoughts, and personality 
types can best be understood in the context of people carrying out general 
tasks and striving for specific goals. Adler speaks of three tasks—work, love, 
and friendship—around which human activities are deployed. Later, I 
should like to add a fourth task; however, let us persist for the present in 
defining more fully the Adlerian model. Around the general tasks of work, 
love, and friendship, individuals develop specific goals in terms of occupa¬ 
tion, marriage involving sexual gratification, and developing a circle of 
friends. Thus a typical individual committed to the nineteenth-century rug¬ 
ged individualist or laissez faire paradigm might strive to become a successful 
independent farmer or businessman, to marry and live in a patriarchal family 
structure, and to enjoy friends primarily within a community defined by 
church membership; and such a typical person would adopt strategies for 
reaching these goals, strategies that become reflected in personality traits, 
which in turn define an individual’s overt identity or life-style. 

For Adler, personality types emerge as kinds of strategies available for 
meeting the problems a person encounters in social reality, problems defined 
variously depending on a person’s cognitive view of reality (which again is at 
variance with Freud’s anal and oral types arising from instinctual repression). 
In one essay in his early writing, Adler catalogues a number of types, each in 
effect describing a tactical approach in social relations. He lists the following 
complexes: Inferiority (submissiveness, sense of failure); Superiority (will to 
power, domineering attitudes, egocentricity, godlike self-image); Oedipus 
(not universal as with Freud, but a part of the pampered-child syndrome); 
Redeemer (messianic); Proof (perfectionism); Predestination (chosen people); 
Polonius (the “as if’ illusion); Exclusion (withdrawal, flight from commu- 
nity); Leader (king of the mountain); Spectator (passivity, apathy); and No 
(rebellion, negativism ). 5 

It should be noted that Adler later reduced this list to the two mechanisms 
involving superiority and inferiority and to the interplay of these complexes. 
Adler holds that every individual, by virtue of dependency as an infant, 
tends to have a feeling of inferiority and that the process of growing up 
involves a constant striving to overcome this inferiority. Depending on the 
total situation from which an individual emerges, his degree of success in 
overcoming inferiority will range from total failure to total egocentricity. In 
this \iew, a neurotic person can be defined as one who is insecure and overly 
bound to social norms, thus denying individual perceptivity, whereas a 
psychotic person moves into a private world of egocentricity, operating with 
insufficient social feeling or consideration of social norms of any kind. Adler 
speaks of the superiority complex as overcompensation for inferiority, as a 
kind of masked inferiority which in men is often seen as masculine superior- 
ity. Adler’s definition of democracy in interpersonal relations involves a bal¬ 
ance between becoming meekly submissive and powerfully autocratic. The 
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democratic individual is one who enjoys a feeling of community with fellow 
human beings, both drawing support from others and also playing a creative 
role in social relations, for which Adler uses the term Gemeinschaftsgefuhl 
(community feeling) as an ideal or normative value. 

Adler’s stress on the primacy of community in human life is central to his 
general outlook. His idea of Gemeinschaftsgefuhl can be translated variously as 
social feeling, social solidarity, sense of fellowship in the human community, 
or as the emotional counterpart of movements. 

What we call justice and righteousness, and consider most valuable in all human 
character, is essentially nothing more than the fulfillment of the conditions which 
arise in the social needs of mankind. These conditions give shape to the soul and direct 
its activity; responsibility, loyalty, frankness, love of truth, and the like virtues which 
have been set up and retained only by the universally valid principle of communal 
life.... In the course of our demonstrations it will become increasingly evident that 
no adequate man can grow up without cultivating a deep sense of his fellowship in 
humanity and practicing the art of being a human being . 6 

The need and feeling for community pervades all facets of society, according 
to Adler. 

The compulsion toward the community and communal life exists in institutions 
whose forms we need not entirely understand, as in religion, where the sanctification 
of communal formula serves as a bond between members of the community.... The 
communal life of man antedates the individual life of man. In the history of human 
civilization no form of life whose foundations were not laid communally can be found. 
No human being ever appeared except in a community of human beings . 7 

The emphasis in Adler on the inseparability of the individual and the com¬ 
munity runs counter to Freud’s vision of the individual with internal tensions 
that are discharged externally through sublimation. Rudolph Dreikurs has 
compared the two viewpoints: 

For Freud, all human conflicts are intra-personal, caused by opposing conflicts within 
the personality structure.... For Adler, all problems are inter-personal. This implies 
a different emphasis on both the origin of conflicts and on therapeutic procedure. For 
Freud, the maladjustment with its consequent disturbance of human relationships 
originates in the inner-personal conflicts, while for Adler the inner conflicts express 
disturbed human relationships. Freud emphasized the inner needs, while Adler em¬ 
phasized the significance of the attitude toward others . 8 

For the historian the Adlerian point of view, with its emphasis on community 
as a central aspect of human experience, offers a special perspective on 
movements and associations; and at the same time, the relative sterility of 
psychologies based on Freud or Erickson is evident in their tendency to focus 
on the internal tension of individuals. 

Making goals and aspirations the cornerstone of thought and behavior, 
Adlerians see much of the anxiety in our culture as deriving from the failure 
to fulfill aspirations, a failure that might result from our expecting too much. 



264 


JAMES M. YOUNGDALE 


Whether this apparent overambition is due to unrealistic aspirations on the 
part of individuals or too few possibilities within the social structure is always 
a matter for investigation; but regardless of one’s judgment on this matter, 
individuals suffer from anxiety and frustration. Somewhat as Freud 
theorized that people develop defense mechanisms to allay tensions, Adler 
saw individuals adopting strategies (reflected as personality types) to blunt 
feelings of anxiety. But in Adler’s view these measures are always related to 
the larger goals of the individual. The adaptive measures in the Adlerian 
model can better be seen as offense mechanisms, strategies either for realizing 
present goals or for achieving success (even as a successful criminal) within a 
new version of reality and a new sense of ego-identity. 

According to Adler, an initial response to anxiety involves either choosing 
new personality traits or accentuating present traits, as the case may be. 
Adler preferred to view these traits as complexes. Terminology seems unim¬ 
portant as long as the function of personality types is understood as an 
offense mechanism for confronting the world, including even “withdrawal” 
as a paradoxical tactic of confrontation. Furthermore, these complexes do not 
exist in the abstract, simply as psychic mechanisms; but rather, they filter 
through and attach themselves to social institutions and provide norms for 
life-styles and personality patterns, often becoming attached to particular 
cognitive views of the world. Thus family, church, or political party tend in 
their concrete manifestations (1) to provide the individual with a commitment 
to a paradigm and (2) to institutionalize norms for life-styles that reflect a 
deployment of one or more offense mechanisms or personality strategies. 

Earlier, we noted Adler’s definition of the primary tasks in life as work, 
friendship, and love, the essential human tasks around which specific goals 
are formed. To this list one must add the task of achieving an intellectual 
view of the world, a cognitive version of reality. In the case of inarticulate or 
uneducated people, the world view may be expressed in simple terms or¬ 
ganized around prevailing symbols and myths; but a simple view (low cul¬ 
ture) may be no different qualitatively from a sophisticated Weltanschauung 
(high culture), in that both may express affinity for the same paradigm. To 
deny that groping for a world view is an essential task for every person is to 
ignore the distinction between man and lower animals or between thinking 
man and man the idiot. 

An additional assumption, implicit in Adler but developed more fully by 
Leon Festinger, is that man strives for consonance in life, or that there exists 
in man a tendency toward homeostasis. The concept of homeostasis is widely 
employed in such disparate fields as cell biology and economics; but it is 
especially useful in psychology to describe man’s quest for psychic harmony. 
Using the situation of the cigarette smoker who knows that smoking causes 
cancer, Festinger notes that the alternatives facing such a person range from 
stopping smoking to developing various kinds of rationalizations that neu¬ 
tralize the knowledge about cancer and thereby permit continued smoking. 
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The rationalizing smoker illustrates the dissonance that can lead to paradigm 
revolutions. As discrepancies or contradictions appear in an existing 
paradigm, new strategies come into play, either as new forms of behavior or 
new theories about reality, or both, to create a new sense of harmony. In 
developing a new theory of reality, a given person, for the sake of harmony, 
must repress or reject his previous belief structure or alter previous behavior 
patterns. 

Taking into account repression and/or rejection of a social outlook defines a 
version of the unconscious (or barely conscious) that is at variance with the 
Freudian concept of instinctual drives as the core of the unconscious. In 
addition, combining Festinger and Adler enables us better to understand 
ideological ambivalence: emotional ties often exist with a repressed paradigm, 
so that it is possible for a person to switch his commitment or “flip-flop” from 
one outlook to another as life experience changes. Striving for consonance at 
times produces an effect other than making a clear choice between paradigms 
and repressing the rejected outlook. That alternative takes the form of 
rationalizing opposing views into some form of ambiguity to obscure conflict 
and to create a semblance of harmony—even though such ambiguity is less a 
resolution of conflict than an intellectual obfuscation aimed at papering over 
anomalies in the social system. 

While this study is concerned primarily with a macromovement in Ameri¬ 
can history, we must be aware that larger anomalies and contradictions are 
reflected in minute ways as crises in an individual’s life-style or identity, as 
tensions in immediate relations with others, or as problems in finding mean¬ 
ing in work. While helpers (counselors, psychiatrists, etc.) may help people 
find practical expedients in these kinds of crises, the larger meaning of such 
crises can be fully understood only in terms of the state of paradigm conflict 
at a given time. Thus, a theory of social process that links the social structure 
and the individual in a symbiotic relationship makes it possible to move back 
and forth from macro- to micro-levels of human experience. 

A typical person must live in both a micro- and a macrosociety, striving for 
homeostasis and/or ego esteem 9 in personal relationships and yet trying to 
adjust to changing social reality and paradigm conflict. Thus personality 
strategies adopted at one point in life may prove to be ill-suited at another 
stage. The temper-tantrum tactic children employ for attention and control 
over others gives way when one grows to adulthood; the “boss” who at work 
adopts an authoritarian personality may face a double crisis if his business 
goes bankrupt, for he may be forced to take a job in which his personality 
does not “fit.” Obviously the range of human responses to defeat and frustra¬ 
tion or to the need for change is varied and finally unique to each individual. 

Yet to the extent that members of a society share goals and personality 
traits and significant portions of a population adhere to a pattern, it is possible 
to understand the emergence of the Populists in terms of those shared experi¬ 
ences and shared offensive mechanisms. When massive changes in economy 
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or social structure cause a shift from one paradigm to another, a revolution in 
social consciousness occurs, a general reevaluation or transformation in the 
meaning of social and individual problems and in the meaning of received 
myths and symbols. This process was at work as Populism struggled to 
emerge as a new paradigm in America. Populists were pulled between a 
tendency to look back to a restoration of the laissez faire world and to look 
ahead in the direction of a socialist restructuring of social life. 

Because old values and personality traits persisted even as Populists shifted 
from one paradigm to another, they produced ambiguous language and eclec- 
tric personalities. Among the small number of men who made the leap from 
laissez faire individualism to socialism, many continued to exhibit messianic 
or ascetic character traits; when disputes arose among socialists and efforts to 
organize a new movement failed, there were tendencies to revert to laissez 
faire cultural patterns in search of a new psychic harmony. Examples are 
legion of attempts to recapture the old outlook of Jacksonian individualism, 
with Populist leaders, having angrily discarded the socialist paradigm, often 
becoming tormentors of their former comrades. A well-known example was 
Tom Watson of Georgia, a tolerant Populist in the 1890s who later turned 
savagely on blacks, Catholics, and Jews in the pages of the monthly magazine 
he ironically called The Jeffersonian . Watson’s case often goes to prove that 
Populism had its dark side. More accurately, the Georgian’s changes of mind 
spoke to the persistent attractions of the individualist paradigm—a source of 
values (many of them nativist) that divided the hearts and minds of many 
Populists. Another example of internal division was the career of Algie Si¬ 
mons, a Milwaukee socialist who in World War I left the party to join the 
official witch-hunt for his ex-friends. 

Obviously not all people who were disillusioned or anxious over their life 
circumstances in an emerging industrial America became Populists as the 
first step in the process of cognitive reorientation. Indeed, the American 
Dream was not given up easily, and the first reaction of most people was to 
retain hope in it. Adler’s complexes describe almost without elaboration the 
strategies middle-class Americans employed—strategies that implied forma¬ 
tion of personality types as well as social movements. There was the u no,” or 
negativistic reaction, often associated with mugwumpism and with 
Bryanism. I here was the “withdrawal” reaction into family and private 
concerns (“children, kitchen, and church”) among persons hoping that social 
conflict would go away. Some persons, notably members of certain religious 
sects, adopted a “messianic” or “chosen people” attitude as a source of 
psychic support. Still others become rigidly perfectionist, a mechanism 
linked with a sense of superiority and a dogged determination to live with the 
Dream. 

Although Populists tended to be “mixed up” and their movement 
schizophrenic” in its blend of conflicting social paradigms, it is less than 
helpful to look for causes in Freud’s unconscious. Erich Fromm speaks of a 
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“pathology of normalcy” in the modem world as a part of a “chronic, low- 
grade schizophrenia that is endemic to the cybernated, technological society 
of today and tomorrow.” 10 Following Freud, Fromm speaks of an “under¬ 
world of the unconscious” as the source of irrationality. Yet it seems unwise 
and unnecessary to settle on so mystical an explanation for the “low-grade 
schizophrenia” that Fromm finds. Instead one might say that one or another 
conflicting world view becomes repressed and remains unexamined as a 
source of values and as a basis for contradictory aspirations and seemingly 
confused behavior. Certainly it is never easy to discover the basis for be¬ 
havior, thought, and emotions; all these manifestations emerge partly from 
repressed or unadmitted world views and values that stand in the way of 
understanding. But the potential for insight is greater when, ferreting out the 
motives of individuals and examining the roots of movements, we consider 
the lessons of Adlerian psychology and the fact of paradigm revolutions. 

To see Populism in light of Adler and Festinger is to question the simplic¬ 
ity of Hofstadter’s irrationality thesis. The social psychological approach also 
adds a much-needed corrective to the idealization of Populists on the part of 
Norman Pollack. Once we introduce the theory of overlapping paradigms for 
understanding history, it is possible to understand the ambivalence and vacil¬ 
lation of the Populists along with the schismatic tendencies that appeared in 
the movement. One finds examples of frustrated petty capitalists, as 
Hofstader did, and of proto-socialists, as did Pollack. It is possible to search 
out unattractive traits of persons within Populist movements who turned 
sour and intolerant because continued commitment to their world view 
brought only frustration; and it is possible to find large numbers who worked 
with courage and tolerance toward reforms and who almost succeeded in 
achieving a paradigm revolution of their own before the Progressives co¬ 
opted some of their specific reforms and deflected their revolutionary 
momentum. 

A final observation on the function of psychological mechanisms among 
Populists is in order. While such “subjective” attributes as courage, love, 
hate, honesty, and dishonesty are rarely mentioned in “objective” analyses of 
social movements, these qualities deserve greater stress since they necessarily 
play a part among those involved in reform movements. Granting that such 
qualities can perhaps be sensed only as impressions, it is my view that 
courage has been one of the most important forces to sustain reform 
movements. The literature of Populism along with my own observations 
suggest that Populists generally tended to fight against the mechanism of 
“withdrawal” into a private world of apparent aimlessness and apathy; and 
by this tendency they perforce became advocates of courage to face a new 
reality and to pursue a new course of behavior. The story is told that A. C. 
Townley, president and charismatic leader of the Farmers Nonpartisan 
League, was asked by an irate farmer, “What good am I getting for the 
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sixteen dollars dues I paid the League?” Townley’s reply was sharp and 
incisive: “You got the courage to ask that question. You got your money’s 
worth.” 

The IWW sympathizer and poet Morris Chaflin wrote these lines deplor¬ 
ing apathy and lack of courage in facing the evils of society. 

Mourn not the dead that in the cold earth lie 
But rather mourn the apathetic crowd 
The cowed and the meek 

Who see the world’s great anguish and its wrong 
And dare not Speak! 

By preaching courage as a heuristic device and by showing courage them¬ 
selves, many reform leaders acted out the social psychology described in this 
chapter. They sensed that certain psychological mechanisms stood in the 
way of anyone’s adopting a new outlook on reality, and they implicitly 
understood that personality is plastic, that people can and do change. 
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WHY AMERICA LOVED TEDDY ROOSEVELT 
Or, Charisma Is in the Eyes of the Beholders 

Kathleen Dalton 


Theodore Roosevelt has never wanted for talented biographers. Henry Pringle, 
William H. Harbaugh, and John Morton Blum all have written enduring studies of 
Roosevelt, and more recently Edmund Morris has published yet another book on this 
incredible figure who, sickly in boyhood, rose above all infirmities to become a boxer, 
cowboy, soldier, New York governor, president, and big game hunter. Everyone who 
has written about him marvels at the energy and enthusiasm he took to every physical 
stunt and political challenge. Teddy—his face set with determination, his big stick at 
the ready—remains, like Paul Bunyan, a folk hero, the quintessential American. 

Historians have noted for some time that Roosevelt’s personal prejudices and re¬ 
formist politics captured nicely the ambiguities of the Progressive Era—its racial 
antipathies and urges for order and efficiency. Now, in a book soon to be published, 
Kathleen Dalton has set out to trace the connections between his personality and the 
governing assumptions of late Victorian American society. By her interpretation 
Roosevelt represented an ultimate example of the masculine ideals that Americans, 
formally and informally, strove to realize in young men. Roosevelt’s preoccupation 
with masculine prowess and his need to exert his will on other persons, countries, 
and even nature itself illustrated the highest values of late-nineteenth- and early- 
twentieth-century America. Focusing on this point, the next essay shows how TR’s 
popular appeal demonstrated the tensions between the ideals Roosevelt personified 
and the realities of twentieth-century life. Dalton’s attempt to examine this appeal 
from the ground up—working with the letters Roosevelt received from admirers—is 
interesting and innovative; though her typology of four leader-follower bonds may 
not satisfy every political scientist or student of “mass psychology,” it does help to 
make clear the nature of Roosevelt’s representativeness. The more characteristic 
Teddy’s behavior, the more independent and blustering he grew as a “Bull Moose,” 
the greater his popularity among Americans whose “virility” seemed stifled at a time 
of growing cities and expanding factories. 


Reprinted in revised form from The Psychohistory Review 8, no. 3 (Winter 1979): 16-26, courtesy 
of the publishers. 
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Adoring contemporaries called Theodore Roosevelt a “great American 
hero” and “the ideal man and statesman.” 1 When in 1913 his countrymen 
were asked by American Magazine who was the “greatest man in the United 
States,” Roosevelt won hands down. 2 He shared the spotlight of public 
affection in the first thirty years of this century with Woodrow Wilson, 
William Jennings Bryan, Robert M. LaFollette, Henry Ford, and Charles 
Lindbergh, but Roosevelt’s relationship with grass-roots America was not 
quite like the others’. Unlike the Great Commoner he was not bom a man of 
the people, so he had to work hard to build egalitarian bonds with them. 
Though, like Wilson, Bryan, and LaFollette, Roosevelt’s moral style of lead¬ 
ership had religious overtones, he preached a distinctive manly gospel of the 
strenuous life, w hich hit home with unmatched aptness among the pious and 
the secular. Lone Eagle Lindbergh’s flight and Flivver King Ford’s inventions 
appealed to a populace still marveling at the wonders of science, but 
Roosevelt s heroism, shown first in his childhood triumph of willpower over 
asthma, was an everyday psychological heroism that touched people more 
deeply because it w T as exactly the kind of bravery they needed in their own 
lives if they w^ere to survive unburned by the “acids of modernity.” 3 

Roosevelt stands above the other cultural heroes of his age in one astound - 
ing particular all the rest have fallen from grace. LaFollette became irrele¬ 
vant; Wilson committed infanticide by killing his brainchild, the Treaty of 
Versailles; Bryan died a martyr to fundamentalism; anti-Semitism ruined 
Ford; and Lindbergh made a fool out of himself by putting America First. 
Roosevelt alone remains a vital folk hero today. Almost sixty years after his 
death the New York Times ran a cartoon of Mount Rushmore showing God’s 
light shining down through the clouds onto TR’s eternal stone face. Un¬ 
derneath, a tourist says, “Teddy is my favorite, too.” 4 Today Roosevelt’s 
active fan club holds spirited celebrations to commemorate his birth—the 
affection that progressive America felt for Roosevelt lives on. 5 

One obvious yardstick of TR’s popularity during the Progressive Era was 
his landslide victory in the 1904 presidential election. Even in 1912, when he 
came out of “retirement” to wage a long-shot third-party fight against Repub¬ 
lican incumbent Taft and Democratic hopeful Wilson, Roosevelt made elec¬ 
toral history. No other third party candidate has whipped an incumbent vote 
for vote. Though he lost to Wilson in 1912 he did not sink to defeat because 
of an inadequately narrow base of support. Running best among Republi¬ 
cans, easterners, and the urban middle classes, he won votes from every 
comer, class, and allegiance around the country. Despite his left-of-center 
rhetoric and the slim chance of success in any third party race, Roosevelt 
proved by his strong showing in the election that he had diversified nation¬ 
wide appeal. 6 

Votes, of course, are not the only measure of popular devotion. Fan mail, 
eulogies, songs, poetry, cartoons, and records of passionate crowds attest to 
America’s love for TR more vividly than election tallies. From these varied 
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sources emerges an undeniable fact: many Americans were deeply attached 
to Theodore Roosevelt. Such popular outpourings reveal a hitherto unex¬ 
plored “underside” of public consciousness. Just as social historians study 
mobility patterns and labor conditions as clues to the external social cir¬ 
cumstances average people faced, psychohistorians, by studying popular 
emotions, can find clues to the ways in which plain people made those 
circumstances meaningful, to what they valued, and to what transformed 
and excited their daily lives. 

Charisma is usually thought of as a magical charm inherent in the personal¬ 
ity of a popular leader. Roosevelt had that charm. He exuded energy. His 
powerful electric presence and flamboyant stage-stealing drew public atten¬ 
tion. He was entertaining. Crowds loved his boyish playfulness and humor, 
and were uplifted by his gift for moral leadership. But these traits did not 
make TR charismatic. His relationship with the public did. Indeed, all char¬ 
ismatic leadership arises out of the interaction between the leader and the led. 
Followers are not passive in the relationship. By their responsiveness they 
speak approval and lend guidance to the leader. The “charisma in the 
eyes of the beholders” is the public’s emotional need for a special kind o‘ 
leader at a particular moment in history. Instead of taking the all-too-familiai 
tack of focusing solely on the leader to understand charisma, I will explore 
the four bonds of charismatic love by doing “psychohistory-from-the 
bottom-up,” that is, looking into the lives and feelings of the common anc 
uncommon people in whose eyes Theodore Roosevelt was lovable. 


I 

How did love spring up in the hearts of Americans for this man? Why die 
it matter so much to so many people that he spoke out for certain ideals? Wh) 
should crowds embrace, cheer, and in many cases, worship a leader whe 
was, after all, a mere mortal? Why should love, a uniquely powerful and 
private emotion, be given at all to a stranger? 

To find answers let us look at love itself. Love is an emotion that may 
emerge out of need, fantasy, stress, identification, and mature altruism. Love 
may be narcissistic or it may come from the desire to reach out and give to 
another person. It may be blind or it can be filled with insight into the loved 
object (person). A person’s developmental level shapes why and how he 
loves. For instance, infants love blindly and selfishly. They cannot distin¬ 
guish between the self and the loved object. They take but cannot give. 
Typically they feel a primitive narcissistic love filled with fantasy about the 
all-encompassing power of the loved object. Later, the person works to build 
an independent identity, i.e., to complete the separation-individuation pro¬ 
cess. The person gradually learns to distinguish between the self and the 
loved object by identifying with people against whose image his worth is 
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measured. Thus, adolescents often idealize and identify with the people they 
love. After a separate identity is formed a person may become capable of 
mature love. The loved object is finally evaluated realistically. The bound¬ 
aries between the self and the loved object are at long last clear. Mature love, 
like other styles of love, grows out of need for another person. But need is no 
longer a one-way street. Mutual dependency and altruistic giving to the loved 
object become possible. 7 

These developmental styles of private love or object relations are parallel to 
the four styles of political love. Political object relations evolve from early, 
wishful, fantasied attachments to seemingly all-powerful leaders. Wishful 
love for a leader is primarily dependent and naively adoring. Ego-ideal love 
emerges from the admirer’s identification with a heroic leader. As the capacity 
for somewhat more realistic relations develops, a person may love a charis¬ 
matic leader symbolically for seeming to manage both politics and larger 
social forces. Finally, illusion may disappear altogether. The admirer may 
see the leader for what he is and love him for the real work he can do. This is 
reality-oriented love, the most mature political object relation. Wishful, 
ego-ideal, symbolic, and reality-oriented relations with leaders may represent 
stages a person passes through like infancy, childhood, adolescence and 
adulthood. Or they may be styles of emotional attachment that emerge 
simultaneously in response to a leader. The most wishful attachments still 
may have a place in the life of adults who normally relate to leaders on 
reality-oriented grounds. As with private relations, stress or crisis may causi 
a person to regress to an earlier or less developed style of love. For example 
the imminent threat of foreign invasion or nuclear holocaust might prompt 
person who typically formed reality-oriented relations to give in to a wishful 
belief that a leader might resolve the crisis. 

Charismatic bonds arise out of public emotional needs. Need for leader¬ 
ship, like need in the private realm, affects the style of political object relation 
a person forms. Desperation and deprivation, for instance, usually make for 
wishfulness. In personal relationships, however, wishful or inaccurate percep¬ 
tions will be tested sooner or later by the reality of direct experience with the 
oved object. Pohtical object relations are too distant for such testing. Admirers 
earn about leaders through intermediaries—-through press agents, political 
commentators, newspapers, and television, or by word-of-mouth. Some 
leaders use the distance to create false impressions. Thus inaccurate and 
idealized images of leaders and unrealistically high public expectations crop 
up easily Even m the absence of national crises the public expects a great 
deal. Leaders are asked not only to offer tangible solutions to political prob- 
ems but often are expected to grapple through symbolic gestures with 
troublesome social forces as well. Followers frequently need to admire the 

cntln pers r a i^ have him Serve as 3 heroic representation of 

culturally valued ideals. They also seek to build in their own minds an 

emotive relationship with him, no matter how wishful that bond might be 
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Theodore Roosevelt became a charismatic leader by responding to all of these 
public emotional needs—from the most realistic to the most wishful. 


II 

Reality-oriented charismatic bonds, unlike the other three, were formed 
rather simply between Roosevelt and his admirers. Some people perceived in 
a realistic fashion how well TR met their needs for political leadership, and 
their perception was not inflated by exaggerated and ungrounded images of 
his power or by desperate wishfulness. People who rationally evaluated his 
actions in terms of their political philosophies or commitment to issues—and 
found him acceptable—grew to love him. Letters from his supporters tell that 
they commonly judged his foreign policy and domestic reform initiatives to 
be sound. Accordingly, a Los Angeles civics teacher sent in a list of issues in 
the 1912 campaign which had made him decide to give his allegiance to 
Roosevelt. 9 Others loved TR because he had a more “modem” political 
philosophy than his predecessor, William McKinley. While it seems In 
retrospect mistaken, if not irrational, for many radicals to have become at¬ 
tached to a moderate reformer like Roosevelt, some did so quite realistically 
on the basis of the information intermediaries offered them. Though it now 
seems incorrect to perceive TR as a champion of blacks, especially in light of 
the Brownsville incident of August 1906, it was reasonable for one 1912 
supporter to become attached to TR because he perceived his leader as 
pro-black for giving them a “fair chance” in federal appointments. 10 Issues 
and facts, not fantasy, created this kind of bond. 

Similarly, self-interest and pressure-group membership provided bases for 
reality-oriented love for Roosevelt. Many Civil War veterans, for instance, 
viewed President Roosevelt as their defender because he had removed an 
unpopular commissioner of pensions. In consequence, their verdict was that 
the “Grand Army will waver not one hair’s breadth in its devotion” to him. 11 
A Washington, D.C., man came into the Bull Moose camp in 1912 because 
he disliked Wilson and the Democratic party’s traditional “jealously of the 
Federal government,” and as a federally employed conservationist he had 
reason to believe his job would be more secure in a Roosevelt administra¬ 
tion. 12 

Roosevelt won reality-oriented love in one last, less obvious way. Leaders 
are expected to address the troubles their followers face as individuals and as 
a nation. Leaders who reach the public on a deep emotional level usually do 
so by laying out a path for them to take, by offering them a new vision of 
their society. By capturing and mobilizing the public’s capacity for mature, 
altruistic giving a leader can unite people behind a new vision. When John F. 
Kennedy in his inaugural address called for his countrymen to set aside 
selfish interests and “ask what you can do for your country” he tapped an 
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emotional reserve—a widespread public desire to participate in making a 
better society. 13 What James MacGregor Bums calls “transforming” leader¬ 
ship is the ability to provide a vision that mobilizes public altruism and helps 
people unite behind a common purpose. 14 

Theodore Roosevelt offered his followers a vision of an efficient, progres¬ 
sive society organized on principles of social justice and collective moral en¬ 
deavor. He also offered them a vision of America as an interventionist world 
power. Elting Morison described how Roosevelt’s visionary leadership 
worked: “He had the hold of a hero. By his words and deeds he gave a 
defining and supporting frame for the aspirations of those insufficiently clear 
or strong to support their aspirations by their own endeavor. Men, in hope of 
finding their better selves, attached themselves to him. In doing so, they 
transferred some of the responsibility for themselves to him and in turn 
created in themselves a compensating sense of responsibility for his own 
actions.” 15 When Roosevelt stood at Armageddon in 1912 he hailed his fol¬ 
lowers as the men who “have come together to spend and be spent in the 
endless crusade against wrong... who strive in the spirit of brotherhood for 
the betterment of our nation.” 16 Just as other “transforming” leaders urged 
their followers to abandon politics-as-usual, Roosevelt called upon Pro¬ 
gressives to muster up their selflessness and idealism for the work ahead. 
Bobby Kennedy in the 1968 campaign used George Bernard Shaw’s words to 
stir the same public emotions. “Some people see things as they are and say: 
why? I dream things that never were and say: why not?” 17 “Transforming” 
leaders inspire idealistic dreams, and in doing so change the lives of their 
followers—sometimes permanently. Stanley Isaacs, four decades after the 
Bull Moose campaign, said, “I doubt if anyone today can realize the personal 
inspiration that came from direct contact with TR or can appreciate the 
fervor that animated those of us who shared in the early Progressive Party 
years.” 18 William Allen White’s life was altered forever, as TR “poured into 
my heart such visions, such ideals, such hopes, such a new attitude toward 
life and patriotism and the meaning of things, as I had never dreamed men 
had.” As he found himself transformed White began to share Roosevelt’s 
vision of a “new order” awaiting their collective creation. 19 Of course, pro¬ 
viding followers with a new vision or “language of ideology” can appeal to 
sources of public emotion that are far from reality-oriented. 20 “Transform¬ 
ing” leaders invite fantasy and identification as well as reality-oriented love. 


HI 

A charismatic leader also serves as an exemplar, as a person with whom the 
public can identify. The public turns to leaders to find models of virtue, 
embodiments of cultural ideals, spokesmen for values and cultural themes of 
emotional significance to them. Personal characteristics—strength, determi- 
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nation, optimism—take on greater weight than political factors in the public’s 
judgment of a leader when an ego-ideal bond is formed. When one Anti¬ 
saloon Leaguer confessed to TR his “supreme faith in you as a man, and the 
things for which you stand” he emphasized personality, not issues. 21 One 
man, though he disagreed with Roosevelt on the issues, wrote that he was 
beginning to favor the Bull Moose in 1912 because “you come nearer my 
ideals than either of the other candidates.” 22 

Leaders, as anthropologist Waud Kracke put it, not only serve as a “model 
for identification and aspiration,” but they help “reinforce” followers’ 
“inner control over impulses.” 23 In some people’s minds leaders stand for 
the “shoulds” and “oughts”—the moral boundaries as well as the highest 
ideals—of a culture. Thus, love for the leader is tied to the cultural values 
he represents. For example, a sixteen-year-old Chicago worker named 
Hyman Skolnick wrote that he constantly looked at a quotation from TR that 
he kept on his wall. It read: “It is only through strife, through hard labor and 
painful effort, by grim energy and resolute courage, that we move on to 
better things.” Skolnick told Roosevelt that these lines helped him when he 
was “discouraged and downhearted,” and they inspired “new life, new grit” 
in him as he toiled, “striving to succeed.” 24 Roosevelt had become an impor¬ 
tant person in Skolnick’s life, for he encouraged the young man to keep 
pushing himself to seek his goals. TR stood for persistence, the work ethic, 
masculine stoicism, and the belief that just rewards would be forthcoming. 
Skolnick’s need to use TR as an external conscience was the foundation for 
his ego-ideal attachment to his leader. Many Americans were fond of 
Roosevelt in a similarly personal way: he egged them on as they sought their 
“better selves.” 

For many Americans Roosevelt served as more than a personal reminder of 
cultural values. He was to them the personification of Victorian willpower 
and manliness—two emotionally significant cultural themes during the Pro¬ 
gressive Era. TR appealed to the populace as a strenuous, moralistic, and 
public-spirited Alger hero, and his fan mail is filled with admiring references 
to his pluck. He hammered home to his listeners in speech after speech that 
he detested moral flabbiness and weak-willed passivity, the bugaboos of his 
own emotional past. 25 His public discussions of his life and his campaign 
biographies stressed his childhood triumph of will over asthma. 26 Thus he 
was offered to the public as a model of willpower to be emulated. Progressive 
Americans were newly uneasy about how on earth they would contend with 
the unknown powers of the giant industrial combines and large organizations 
that had begun to dominate the country. Struggling with what seemed like 
an increasingly closed system managed by experts and industrial magnates, 
Roosevelt’s listeners eagerly grasped his message that individual free will 
could still win just rewards in an environment each person could understand 
and manipulate. Roosevelt asserted: “If there is any lesson to teach a boy 
from my life... it is that a man of common place and ordinary attributes can 
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achieve a measure of success, if he will only use to the utmost , and develop to their 
limit , these ordinary qualities, so that they become reasonably good instru¬ 
ments for his purpose. Then he may do the work of the halfgods.” 27 In 
order to play upon the cultural theme of will as the key to success Roosevelt 
lied about his “commonplace” origins, denying that he had begun the race for 
success with the head start of being bom into the most privileged caste of 
Edith Wharton’s old New York. 28 

Nevertheless, the public responded eagerly to the imagery of Roosevelt’s self- 
improvement through willpower, of his difficult upward struggle to conquer 
illness, and of the eventual just rewards when he became strong—and later 
president. Americans were especially receptive to this cultural theme be¬ 
cause they had reason to be anxious about their prospects for success in the 
new century. The old frontiers of opportunity seemed to be closing. As Peter 
Filene has written, success seemed harder to achieve and, worse yet, harder 
now to define. 29 The Pandora’s box of industrialism had produced ominous 
creatures—uncontrollable corporations and the no longer “respectable” 
working class; furthermore, the new, organizational society encroached daily 
upon the individual’s belief that he controlled his destiny. 30 Roosevelt could 
not banish these frightful new forces. He could, however, reassure the public 
by optimistically reminding them that old ideals would get them through. 
Jacob Riis spoke for countless people when he wrote: “It was one of the 
things that early attracted me to Theodore Roosevelt, long before he became 
famous, that he was a believer in the gospel of will. Nothing is more certain, 
humanly speaking, than this, that what a man wills himself to be, that he will 
be. Is he willing to put in all on getting rich, rich he will get.” 31 All around 
them was upheaval. America’s relations with the rest of the world, the ethnic 
makeup of the population, class relationships, the economic order, sex roles, 
and the power of the individual in a reorganized society were changing. 32 
Drastic social change like this may evoke object loss in the people who 
endure it, according to Fred Weinstein and Gerald Platt, for the disappear¬ 
ance of old verities and landmarks, as well as symbolic cultural codes, may 
disrupt ego functioning as the loss of a loved one often does. 33 Americans 
sought mastery of the change and their own loss through the ideology of will 
that Roosevelt expounded. 

TR also defended another emotionally significant cultural theme, mascu¬ 
linity. As he lectured Americans on the dangers of “national emasculation” 
he touched a responsive nerve. 34 Men had derived their feelings of 
maleness—their male gender identity—from varied sources in the Victorian 
age—from pride in their self-control and steadfast character, from their 
toughness and physical prowess, from their freedom to express romantic 
individualism by creating their own opportunities, from their aggressive 
conquests in enterprise and on the frontier, from their procreative and sexual 
performance, or from their place in the family and their dominance over 
women. 35 Some of these anchors of male gender identity were unsettled in 
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the new century. Would feminist cries for equality mean the end of male 
dominance or even the destruction of family life? Where in factory work 
was the adventure of manly conquest? Where in white-collar work was 
romantic individualism? Where was manliness to be found in soft, com¬ 
partmentalized city living? Many men wondered how their manliness would 
survive intact through the changing times. 36 Roosevelt reaffirmed the pos¬ 
sibilities of manliness by preaching to them the strenuous life. Nothing was 
worse in TR’s mind than the “over-civilized man, who has lost the great 
fighting, masterful virtues.” 37 He insisted that masculinity could be revived 
if men cultivated, as he did, the “stem and virile virtues which move the men 
of stout heart and strong hand who uphold the honor of their flag in battle.” 38 
As a vivid symbol of masculinity thriving undaunted in the machine age, 
Roosevelt widely advertised his exploits as a Rough Rider charging up San 
Juan Hill. A Dakota cowboy and big game hunter, too, TR served the public 
as an exemplary male ego-ideal. 

The response from his public was overwhelmingly enthusiastic. Poets 
acclaimed him for his “vital, virile, warrior soul.” They admired him because 
“if force were needed, he exalted force.” 39 Frank Crane wrote in tribute to 
Roosevelt’s masculine strength, “He conceived of life, of duty, and even love 
in terms of conflict. His make-up was militant... . For he was a man’s 
man... no man has ever been more a part of every man in the United States 
than Theodore Roosevelt.” 40 Admirers declared that in their eyes he embodied 
the “virile spirit of progressive political action.” 41 One man said he had joined 
the Bull Moose’s party because Woodrow Wilson lacked “a kernal of aggres¬ 
siveness.” 41 Roosevelt’s “immense virility” was hailed by eulogists, who re¬ 
minded their audiences that there was a big difference between TR’s muscu¬ 
lar Christianity and modem masculine sexual permissiveness, for “in his 
maleness was the virility of the athlete, not the excessive sexuality of the 
degenerate.” 42 

Today TR lives on as a popular symbol of masculinity, not only in movies 
like The Wind and the Lion but in the minds of people bom long after the 
Progressive Era. A retired navy captain, a thoroughgoing military man like 
Douglas MacArthur, told an oral history interviewer recently that Roosevelt 
was his favorite president. Though he could not recall any political specifics, 
the captain admired TR more than any other president because “he was 
rough and ready.” 43 A gay Republican Club in San Francisco has taken 
Roosevelt as its mascot because the Rough Rider continues to stand firm as a 
symbol of uncompromising and occasionally overacted traditional masculin¬ 
ity, an image that haunts gay men in their choice of sexual identity. 44 
Roosevelt’s leadership was linked in the minds of many progressive Ameri¬ 
cans with their varied personal needs to have the cultural themes of will and 
manliness exemplified and defended. Though the world had changed around 
them, many people maintained a sense of personal continuity by reaffirming 
through their leader reassuring, emotionally significant cultural themes. 
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Many, like Hyman Skolnick, loved TR for helping them face life in the new 
century. 

One of Bernard Malamud’s characters in The Natural explained public 
enthusiasm for baseball stars by declaring that “without heroes, we’re all 
plain people and don’t know how far we can go.” 45 Public affection for 
charismatic political leaders is the same. Heroes define a culture’s aspirations 
and hopes. They offer people dreams and magic to enhance everyday life. 
Leaders become heroic to the public when they transcend normal mortal 
limitations of self. Leaders’ apparent superhuman feats, although they have 
nothing to do with politics, win popular love. After Andrew Jackson’s duel 
with Charles Dickinson—when Old Hickory stood still, accepting a bullet in 
his chest before fatally shooting his opponent in the groin—observers re¬ 
marked in awe that Jackson’s “self-command appeared almost super¬ 
human.” 46 In a similar heroic scene in the 1912 campaign TR was shot in an 
assasination attempt just before he was scheduled to speak to well-wishers in 
Milwaukee. Refusing to go to a hospital, Roosevelt insisted on speaking for 
an hour and a half despite bleeding from the bullet wound in his chest. 47 His 
supporters were profoundly moved. Earlier, in 1901, days after McKinley’s 
murder and TR’s assumption of the presidency, one man had written to 
approve the Rough Rider’s refusal of secret service protection: “I admire that 
kind of pluck, and so do the American people.” 48 TR’s boundless energy and 
courage made him seem like a “physical marvel.” Supporters queried, “What 
leader has so powerful a personal equipment?... Show us someone who is 
Roosevelt’s equal as a warrior, a man close to the people, a true-hearted 
captain of our hopes before you ask us to give him up.” 49 A woman in 
Wyoming also saw Roosevelt as a transcendent hero; she wrote that he had 
“always been to me a modem ‘Sir Galahad.’ ” 50 According to Freud’s Group 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, our craving for a hero, a model of virtue 
to emulate, a romantic, adventurous, but distant alter ego to enliven our 
sense of self, is not so different from falling in love with a role model. 51 The 
blurring of ego boundaries in crowds or in charismatic bonds can be, as 
Freud suggested, dangerous. Hitler and his followers come to mind as 
frightening examples of the power of non-rational identification with a leader 
and the excesses of popular emotions. Nevertheless, in many other cases 
ego-ideal attachments to leaders, like adolescent infatuation with idealistic 
causes or religious movements, can be a useful part of growing up. A leader 
can serve as a role model, an image of what we might become as we struggle 
to define ourselves. Leaders who serve as ego-ideals, like certain types of 
loved objects, can make us want to be better people, and they can make life 
more worth living. In modem mass society where instrumental, impersonal 
social relations predominate, heroes also have become a means for people to 
build much-needed personal bonds with society at large. Superstars—in fact 
the phenomenon of “celebrity” which predates even radio—are not so much 
the products of the mass media as they are creatures of an impersonal and 
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emotionally isolating modern society. Love for a hero personalizes life in the 
masses for the average citizen by affirming his belonging to and identity 
within the crowd. Cultural leadership and availability for identification, 
then—not practical, political work—are central to ego-ideal love. 


IV 

American politics does more than provide the people with appealing 
heroes. Our elections and political hoopla can be viewed, not merely as part 
of political decision-making, but as revealing cultural rituals. Thomas Scheff, 
in reminding anthropologists that rituals are filled with emotional meaning 
for the participants, offered an overstated but useful definition of ritual: “the 
distanced reenactment of situations of emotional distress that are virtually 
universal in a given culture.” 52 Americans distance themselves from ex¬ 
cruciating cultural tensions, inter-group hostilities, and other shared distress 
by dramatically expunging and symbolically resolving common troubles 
through the “deep play’ 7 of ritual in the open political arena. 53 When populist 
candidates reach out in their speeches to crowds of mixed class and ethnic 
backgrounds, they are serving as the central actors in a unifying ritual drama 
of egalitarian social integration. Demagogues like Huey Long come right out 
and say through politics all class distinctions can be shed and “every man” 
can become “king.” Of course, rituals change as culture evolves. Elections in 
America today are no longer invested with quite the same emotion as in the 
past. In TR’s day, however, elections were such meaningful rituals that 
reformers frequently tampered with the election machinery—its ballots, 
primaries, referendum, initiative, and direct election of senators. If they 
perfected the ritual, they believed, America would become more democratic. 

Charismatic leaders, stars of the ritual political show, capture public emo¬ 
tion by making symbolic gestures. 54 Like Greek tragedy, symbolic gestures 
can be emotionally cathartic for followers because the leader brings to the 
public stage a conflictual issue and then resolves it through symbolic ges¬ 
tures. For example, trusts justifiably frightened many people at the turn of 
the century, for the growth of big business seemed to promise a future 
corporate oligarchy. American attitudes toward big business were changing 
throughout the Progressive Era, according to Louis P. Galambos in The 
Public Image of Big Business in America, 1880-1940 (1975). Roosevelt hastened 
public acceptance of big business by symbolically seeming to bring it under 
the control of government by regulation and anti-trust cases. 55 When he 
confronted J. P. Morgan in the Northern Securities Case, TR in fact did 
virtually nothing to undermine the economic and political power of big busi¬ 
ness; yet to a large segment of the public it looked as if Roosevelt had been 
their champion in a clear-cut popular defeat of the moneyed interests. Many 
midwestern farmers trusted TR to tame the “small group of purse-proud and 
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arrogant plutocrats” who had dominated the economy. 56 Prevailing progres¬ 
sive beliefs about the broad-ranging effects of reform fed their faith in 
Roosevelt s ability to achieve mastery over the social order. But belief and 
formal ideas are not sufficient explanations in this case. Part of grass-roots 
America, on emotional grounds, needed to see Roosevelt as its powerful 
surrogate in.a symbolic battle against trusts. Roose\ elt won a landslide elec¬ 
toral victory in 1904 as cartoonists began to portray him as the man who 
wielded the Big Stick, not just at foes overseas, but against trusts at home. 57 

Similarly in the 1912 campaign Roosevelt used symbolic gestures of anti¬ 
establishment rhetoric to win popular support. He attacked bosses, party 
leaders, trust magnates, and all entrenched privilege. Verbal barrages did 
little to redistribute power in the society, but such attacks relieved emotional 
tension and convinced many people that Roosevelt was involved in an actual 
fight. As one supporter put it, TR seemed to be warring “in the interest of all 
the people against the bosses.” 58 The hatred of privilege runs deep in the 
hearts of grass-roots Americans, especially when the extremes of wealth and 
poverty seem to be growing. One spirited supporter proudly told TR that the 
“despisable people” were on their way out because “we have got all of the old 
bosses treed in both parties and they dasen’t back out.” 59 Perhaps 
Roosevelt s admirers did not imagine total abolition of economic and social 
distinctions, but their letters are nonetheless filled with hope that he could 
somehow eliminate “special privilege... looking to the welfare of the people 
at large.” 60 They thanked him for awakening them to “the fact that in the 
past we have been governed by a handful of designing politicians represent- 
ing corrupt interests. Letter after letter complimented him for being the 
“champion of the people’s cause.” 61 They turned over to him their responsi- 
bility to act, and expected him magically to bring about social equality and 
economic justice. Roosevelt s symbolic gestures of combat ritually relieved 
some of the distressful emotions produced by class and other inequalities. 
But political ritual and charismatic leadership can change public conscious- 
ness faster than they can change social and economic conditions. If Roosevelt 
had won in 1912, America would have remained a stratified and unjust 
society. 

In Roosevelt’s 1912 campaign attacking privilege went hand in hand with 
symbolic gestures toward social Integration. Within cities, he remarked, 
threatening lines of social cleavage are far more deeply marked” than in the 
country. Roosevelt lectured his audiences repeatedly on the danger of Amer¬ 
ica s becoming a polyglot boarding house” of people who share nothing but 
economic interdependence. 62 Instead, national purpose and common moral 
moral goals should unite a diverse people. “Each group of men has its special 
interests, he insisted, “and yet the higher, the broader, and deeper interests 
are those which apply to all men alike.” 63 Along with William James, 
Roosevelt believed that all the qualities of a man acquire dignity when he 
knows that the service of the collectivity that owns him needs him.” 64 Both 
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men had the Civil War in mind as a model of shared national purpose. James 
sought to arouse in the public the “moral equivalent of war”—building a 
spirit of community and public service through national reform. Roosevelt, 
on the other hand, saw war as the best way to pull people into public¬ 
mindedness. 65 

On a symbolic level his talk about brotherhood touched his countrymen’s 
needs for affiliation, community, and shared moral purpose. As the twen¬ 
tieth century pulled asunder an already factious, individualistic people, these 
needs were especially urgent. By bringing Booker T. Washington into the 
White House and Jane Addams onto the Progressive Party podium Roosevelt 
began the work of symbolic integration that his distant cousin, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt carried on later. By encouraging labor and management to 
arbitrate during the Anthracite Coal Strike, TR symbolically told the public 
no longer to fear the class warfare between militant workers and recalcitrant 
capitalists that had seemed imminent since Haymarket days. He was a man 
who brought people together peaceably. 

Roosevelt understood that the symbolism of harmonious social unity and 
equality drew the public to him. When he first gained fame as a Spanish- 
American War hero, Roosevelt portrayed himself in his book The Rough Riders 
as a leader who could unite an odd assortment of American types—cowboys, 
polo-players, derelicts, football stars, Indians, and Wall Street lawyers. 
Achievement and brotherhood counted, not ascribed status and class distinc¬ 
tions. TR boasted that under his command “we had men of every grade 
socially... each of them glad to get in on his worth as a man only, and 
content to be judged purely by what he could show himself to be.” 66 

Plain people knew what Roosevelt was suggesting. Recognizing the sym¬ 
bolic promise TR made to bring more equality and social cohesion, one 
semi-literate man, who lived in poverty in Alabama, wrote that he hoped the 
Bull Moose would bring “a government by the people and for the people.” 
He believed so fervently in this hope that he was willing to “do all I can for 
the cause.... My plan is to work among the common people of the country 
and among my own class... I do not care to go among the high class as I am 
a poor man.” He told TR that before he died he wanted to see change. 67 Like 
the man from Alabama, a black woman from New York City had in mind an 
image of Roosevelt as the guiding spirit of social integration when she wrote 
that “all races” should support him. She confessed she was “unidentified” 
with other blacks but she felt a kinship with TR, adding that “according to 
my humble judgment, I love the good and the great, that’s why I admire 
you.” 68 One Bull Mooser summed up the public’s image of Roosevelt as a 
force for social inclusiveness: “Strangers meet in the crowds of the street, and 
in a moment they find they are brothers facing the same way... . The cause 
counts. It calls to Republicans, to Democrats, to Socialists, to Independents, 
to Jew, to Catholic, to Protestant, to men of the South and men of the North, 
to native bom, to foreigner become American—to all who are brothers and 
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who want to march on and up to better, squarer, more equal dealings be¬ 
tween man and man.” 69 Many Americans loved Theodore Roosevelt because 
they needed so badly to see themselves as potential social equals and because 
they longed to join together in a national community of shared purpose. Love 
built on symbolic gestures is based on the people’s need to see their society 
unified and managed. They ask the leader to stand at the center of social and 
cultural conflict as the agent of public will, resolving tensions with symbolic 
gestures. Roosevelt won popular affection by fighting grass-roots Americans’ 
battles for them. 


V 

A 1912 campaign song, to be sung to the tune of “Just Before the Battle 
Mother,” began: 

Farewell Teddy, we may never 
Grasp your hand or see your face; 

Those remote are proud to hail you, 

Leader of the human race . 70 

People who would never see Roosevelt, who would never be anything but 
“remote” from him, felt intimate with him. They looked at him as their 
friend. They invited him to their houses for dinner, asked him to join in 
church or community activities, and wrote him for personal advice. Ignoring 
the distance that in reality existed between them and their leader, admirers of 
TR fantasized that he was a part of their lives. Some imagined that they were 
married to him and that together they constituted “one happy family.” 71 An 
immigrant wrote TR that after listening to his recent speech he felt as if he 
had had a “heart to heart talk” with his leader. 72 Admirers of Henry Ford 
developed similar wishful attachments to him. Total strangers wrote asking 
him to stop by to help them chum the butter or to loan them money. A 
farmer from Louisiana told Ford “I have seen so much of your life recorded 
in the papers that it just seems I have known you all my life.” 73 

Wishful attachments, the least emotionally developed or reality-oriented 
form of follower-leader bond, arise out of extravagant fantasies about the 
leader. An admirer may have trouble distinguishing himself from the leader 
or he may assume that the leader is a god who watches over him and knows 
all about him. Wishful love for a leader often has less to do with a need for 
political leadership than it does with private unmet needs. Downright loneli- 
ness may bring about wishful love for a leader, as does a crying need for 
connectedness with a parental figure who seems larger or more powerful. 
Fantasies about leaders may also emerge because of ignorance, miseducation, 
creative imagination, or religious impulses. Distorted and fanciful images 
have been implanted in people’s minds by leaders or intermediaries. In any 
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case, wishful love is necessarily related to the same social pressures that 
inspire love based on symbolic gestures. National troubles—e.g., war, 
depression, or social change drastic enough to inspire object loss—may coin¬ 
cide with or cause severe personal stress. The result is often disorientation or 
strong wishful attachments to a charismatic leader. 

National crises are not always easily pinpointed or evaluated. Certainly the 
Civil War and the Great Depression were crises. But was the bustling and 
prosperous Progressive Era an equivalent time of crisis? Probably not, but a 
crisis atmosphere pervaded public consciousness more than it did later, dur¬ 
ing the twenties. Robert H. Wiebe insisted in The Search for Order, 1877-1920 
that the depression of the 1890s “worked on men’s nerves” so much that 
“some resolution to the general crisis became imperative.” 74 Roosevelt’s gen¬ 
eration faced the perplexing social disruption of the Gilded Age as their first 
order of business in the new century. The word “crisis” appears over and 
over again in the letters Roosevelt received from the public. One Progressive 
Party member wrote that “at this crisis in our national affairs” Roosevelt’s 
leadership was badly needed. 75 A man who described himself modestly as 
the “average type of plain American citizen, unpolitic and unpolitical” called 
for Roosevelt’s help in the national emergency. He wrote that America faced 
a “crisis unparalleled since the decade prior to the Civil War.” 76 Though the 
feeling of urgency was widespread among the people who wrote to TR, 
people disagreed about the nature of the crisis. Many of them cited political 
corruption and bosses as the main threats. Big business, railroads, slums, and 
religious tolerance also troubled some people. Others talked in general terms 
about moral decay and sin. An antisuffragist blamed the emergency on 
“aliens” who had upset the “ship of state.” Indeed, she wrote, suffragists and 
female “usurpers of authority” were also the source of the crisis. 77 To one 
citizen it made sense for government to become “so much less a political and 
so much more a social agency” in the emergency; another worried about the 
potentially threatening expansion of federal power, because “no one can see 
what is ahead of us within the next few years.” 78 

Public uneasiness about the crisis, regardless of how it was diagnosed, 
brought calls for strong leadership. Many of those calls were somewhat 
fanciful. A Bull Moose supporter from western New York told TR: “I will 
devote my life to this cause because you have been so abused, and are the only 
man to rescue us at this crisis... you are Napoleon when it comes to action. 
I know you will cut this Gordian knot.” 79 An eighty-six-year-old bookseller 
wrote Roosevelt that the crisis was so serious that “we need a Dictator.” The 
“social disturbances,” machine politics, “labor troubles,” and “war scares” 
had put the country in turmoil. He wished that TR could manage it all. 80 
Wallace Battle, claiming to voice the “feeling of all the thoughtful Negroes in 
Mississippi,” wrote TR that he hoped the Bull Moose would “thwart every 
evil that is now so deceitfully working at the very taproot of the nation.” 81 
The fantasy that Roosevelt would purify the nation and master all “oppres- 
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sion, wrong and evil” appears repeatedly in his fan mail and in popular songs 
and poetry. 82 One supporter wrote TR that he regarded Progressive policies 
“as a revelation from God in the heart of men to relieve the people of a 
national sin.” 83 

Roosevelt’s political return as a Bull Moose looked like the second coming 
of Christ to some wishful admirers, who loved him as a “Savior.” In June 
1912, when he came to Chicago to fight for the Republican presidential 
nomination, ten thousand handbills announced to credulous readers that XR 
would soon walk on the waters of Lake Michigan. 84 Such wishfulness may be 
akin to folklore, a colorful embellishment of reality that is only half-believed. 
Educated, scientific minds were equally susceptible to such fantasies. When 
TR died, in 1919, naturalist John Burroughs could not believe that his hero 
had. actually succumbed, for “I must have unconsciously felt that his power 
to live was unconquerable. ” 85 

Roosevelt was asked not only to resolve national crises, but also to fulfill 
private longings. The wish that an all-powerful distributor of justice, a 
mortal god, could save them from the random cruelties endemic to human life 
cropped up frequently in the letters written to TR. For example, a widow 
struggling haplessly to support a child on her salary as a stenographer asked 
him to find a job for her. 88 A railroad conductor who had lost his job pleaded 
with Roosevelt to get him reinstated, promising that if he could be returned 
to work he would “give the rail road company a square deal.” 87 A New York 
City resident who had been wronged by Congressman Frank Greene asked 
TR to kick Greene out of office: “I want you to tell me if you will see that he 
is put out if you are elected to the Presidency.” 88 A traveling salesman for a 
piano company wrote TR to request that he help free the man’s son from 
Sing-Sing. Trying to cajole Roosevelt into aiding him, the man wrote that “if 
you will put yourself out to aid us I will guarantee you that I will add many 
votes to your election.” 88 Though such pleas may simply have represented an 
overevaluation of TR’s power or naivete about the boundaries of social in¬ 
teractions, they also expressed universal wishes for justice and for help with 
the trials of life. 

A poem an Italian-American sent to TR began with a tribute to “Ted a da 
Rose de man wid a heart.” 90 The public turned to him with wishful needs 
because of his compassion. Roosevelt had conveyed warmth and concern to 
his audiences, and many people loved him for it. Emulating his boyhood hero 
Abraham Lincoln, TR talked about “the need of broad human sympathy, 
and the need of lofty and generous emotion in the individual.” 91 But he did 
not always practice what he preached. Neither capable of paternal, reassur- 
rng tireside chats nor the tenderhearted responsiveness that made Lincoln so 
beloved, 1R became a lesser hero of compassion to the people than FDR and 
Honest Abe were. Though he romped through White House pillow fights 
wit his rambunctious young sons, and was moved deeply when Jacob Riis 
too him to see slum life first-hand, Roosevelt’s public image was not built 
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primarily on his effusiveness and nurturance. He met some, but not all, 
public emotional needs, and he met the needs that best suited his personality. 
TR’s personal trademarks were vitality and morality. Between Roosevelt and 
his public, therefore, the moral chords of “Onward Christian Soldiers” and 
the exciting rhythms of “There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight” 
played best. 


VI 

Americans loved Theodore Roosevelt because he knew how to be “the 
voice of America,” as one contemporary put it: “All of us found that he but 
uttered the thought, the aspirations and dreams that we had unawares enter¬ 
tained but needed the notes of his clarion voice to flower into speech .” 92 
Listeners filtered out Roosevelt’s voice to hear his words as balms for their 
own personal troubles. Thus, people from all walks of life took TR to heart to 
use him for their own purposes. At the appropriate time of need they pressed 
him into service wishfully, realistically, symbolically, or as an ego-ideal. In 
consequence, they made him serve variously as their champion, their god, 
their politician, their friend, their savior, or even as their conscience. 
Roosevelt, as we have seen, played as many roles as the people required. As 
the public discovered more and more ways for him to meet their private 
needs, Roosevelt looked increasingly charismatic in the “eyes of the behold¬ 
ers.” This was charisma suited to the public’s personal concerns. 

By exploring the four styles of public love for TR we have exposed some of 
the emotional undercurrents of American life during the Progressive Era. In 
particular, we have looked at many of the predominant cultural and social 
tensions of the day and the personal anxieties they engendered. When the 
events and trends of their times weighed too heavily upon them and a crisis 
threatened them, the American people naturally looked for a leader. As 
Roosevelt preached his progressive gospel of will, manliness, equality, and 
social cohesion many people were reassured. His cures appeared to hit the 
spot. This was charismatic leadership suited to the shared cultural dilemmas 
of the Progressive Era. Americans loved Teddy Roosevelt, then, because he 
simultaneously tapped the private longings and the shared cultural roots of 
his contemporaries’ “charisma-hunger,” their special need for inspirational 
leadership in the first years of the twentieth century. 
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OEDIPUS AND AMERICA 
Historical Perspectives on the Reception 
of Psychoanalysis in the United States 

John Demos 


The sudden influence of psychoanalysis among American psychologists and others 
after 1909 was a cause for comment then and remains a historical curiosity now. 
Especially since Freud’s fortunes in Europe at the same time greatly disappointed 
him, one wonders why he was so quickly accepted as an authority in the United 
States. 

In the next essay John Demos asks that question. In suggesting an answer he tries 
to link by-now familiar patterns of family life and sex roles to this chapter in 
twentieth-century American intellectual history. He admits that the essay does not 
address a number of related issues: among whom, for example, was psychoanalysis 
particularly important? How well were Freud’s ideas understood, and what changes 
did Americans tend to make in them? But the article does mount an effort to relate 
ideas—a cluster of psychological theories—to the social setting that helped them to 
appear plausible. Conceptually the piece resembles the Burrows and Wallace essay on 
patterns of child-rearing and the argument for independence: How do social 
circumstances—in both cases the structure of family relations—interact with uncon¬ 
scious dispositions to make one ideology more attractive than another? Finally, if the 
psychoanalytic paradigm now receives sharp criticism as a therapeutic approach, it 
may be worth asking whether such hostility reflects structural changes in the American 
family or shifting patterns of intimate relations in contemporary life. 


THERE IS a famous remark attributed to Freud by Ernest Jones: “America 
is a mistake: a gigantic mistake, it is true, but nonetheless a mistake .” 1 Jones 
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does not say when the remark was made, or in what specific context; how¬ 
ever, Freud’s skepticism about most things American is well known. It is 
tempting to think that the founder of psychoanalysis referred, perhaps just 
half-consciously, to the reception accorded his ideas in the early decades of 
this century. The issue, in that case, was the very success achieved by 
psychoanalysis in the United States—a success which seemed to Freud sur¬ 
prising, ill-founded, and in some ways quite unwelcome. Eager as he clearly 
was to associate himself with the finest traditions of scientific and humanita¬ 
rian concern in Europe, he saw his ideas criticized or (worse) ignored by the 
great majority of his cultural peers. And yet, an ocean away, psychoanalysis 
was taking firm root in the shallow cultural soil of upstart, bourgeois 
America. There was indeed a “mistake” here—and of quite unsettling prop¬ 
ortions. 2 

In fact, the passage of psychoanalysis from Europe to the United States has 
long intrigued intellectual historians. 3 It presents a singularly vivid instance 
of the transmission of ideas from one cultural setting to another. Viewed 
from the American side these ideas were indisputably “foreign” in origin; 
though American psychologists and psychiatrists had, like their European 
counterparts, previously reconnoitered some parts of the same intellectual 
territory, no one questioned Freud’s primacy as its true “discoverer.” More¬ 
over, the arrival of the Freudian system in the United States was carefully 
planned and highly visible. The famous conference at Clark University in 
1909, the founding of the American Psychoanalytic Association a few years 
later, the translation and publication of Freud’s early writings: all this was 
stage-managed by a small circle of psychoanalytic pioneers, both here and 
abroad; and the master himself, despite his ambivalence in relation to 
America, lent a hand at various critical junctures. Indeed the history of this 
process has acquired some of the trappings of legend: picture, for example, 
the great William James moving solemnly down the aisle after the Clark 
conference to announce to the lecturer, “Yours is the psychology of the 
future”—or asking Freud, on a walking trip a few days later, to carry his 
briefcase for a while. 4 

But such anecdotal flourishes aside, there is no doubting the impression 
made by psychoanalysis in the United States beginning about 1910. Freud 
himself wrote, looking back years later on the Clark conference: “In Europe I 
felt as though I were despised; but over there I found myself received by the 
foremost men as an equal.... [Furthermore] psychoanalysis has not lost 
ground since our visit; it is extremely popular among the lay public and is 
recognized by a number of psychiatrists as an important element in medical 
training.” Paul Roazen expresses the common verdict of scholars, in affirm¬ 
ing “the extraordinary nature of the success of Freud’s doctrines in one 
country in particular—the United States. This is true medically as well as 
among the general public.” 5 And Nathan G. Hale, Jr., author of the almost- 
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definitive study Freud and the Americans, measures this success through de¬ 
tailed analysis of press and magazine coverage: 

Within six years of the Clark conference psychoanalysis had eclipsed all other 

psychotherapies in the nation’s magazines-Psychoanalysis received three-fifths as 

much attention as birth control, more attention than divorce, and nearly four times 
more than mental hygiene between 1915 and 1918. The figures are impressive: be¬ 
tween 1910 and 1914 eleven articles about Freud and psychoanalysis were published, 
most of them favorable; between 1915 and 1918, about thirty-one, of which twenty- 
five were favorable. Perhaps one-fourth reviewed psychoanalytic books, more than 
another fourth were full-dress popularizations; the rest were serious short expositions 
or criticisms, sometimes summarized from medical journals. In 1915 psychoanalysis 
reached the mass circulation women’s magazines, and the first American 
psychoanalytic novel, Mrs. Mar den's Ordeal, was published two years later. 6 

Of course, there was opposition indeed bitter hostility—in some quarters, 
and those early years marked the beginning of a long and arduous struggle. 7 
But, whether as converts or antagonists, Americans engaged themselves with 
psychoanalysis on a scale unparalleled elsewhere in the world. And is it not 
true even now that there are more analysts, and presumably more 
analysands, in the United States than in all other countries combined? 

So here is the nub of a genuine historiographic problem: psychoanalysis 
has won its widest and most favorable hearing where least expected to do so 
by its creator. 8 And the question, of course, is why? Professor Hale has 
explored, and perhaps exhausted, a broad range of possible answers from the 
standpoint of intellectual history. Briefly, he has focused on a pair of profes¬ 
sional and cultural “crises” confronting Americans just after the turn of the 
century. The first was specific to psychiatric medicine: the so-called “crisis of 
the somatic style.” There was. Hale argues, growing disaffection with the 
organic theory on which treatment of mental and nervous disorders had 
rested theretofore. The second crisis was much broader in scope; it involved 
nothing less than a wholesale revision of accepted mores and customs—what 
Hale terms the “crisis of civilized morality.” This was, of course, the 
twilight—if not the late evening—of Victorian culture, the time when the 
great “sexual hush” began finally to lift. Hale contends that psychoanalysis 
fell right into line as these trends unfolded, replacing the somatic style with a 
new, radically different pelotherapy, and confronting civilized morality 
with a franker, freer view of human sexuality. In addition, he argues the 
importance of other psychotherapies (just beginning to hatch after 1900) in 
paving the way for Freud, and finds certain points of congeniality between 
psychoanalytic ideas and the social ethos of American progressivism. In 
short, there was in this country a readiness for psychoanalysis, which Freud 
and his followers skillfully exploited. 9 

Now this interpretation is persuasive up to a point—but it does not settle 
all questions. For even by Hale’s own account there were significant 
countertendencies—trends and influences that would seem to have qualified 
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American “readiness” for psychoanalysis. The somatic style, for example, 
was still the dominant force in American neurology and psychiatry at large; 
its critics were only a small, albeit resourceful, band until at least 1910. 10 
And civilized morality was less attacked than readjusted during the same 
period; the cutting edge here was a new frankness about sex, in the service of 
suppressing its least attractive manifestations. So-called “purity campaigns” 
were organized by leading progressives to oppose prostitution and reduce 
veneral disease, and increasingly their spokesmen deplored the polite facade 
of reticence that had veiled such problems from public scrutiny. 11 However, 
the larger point is that candor in sexual matters was advocated in the service 
of ever-greater “purity”; except for a tiny minority of cultural radicals, 
American progressives reaffirmed the central core of traditional mores. 

But there is no reason to argue at length with Hale’s work—which remains 
a signal contribution over-all. It permits us to follow some enormously com¬ 
plex and elusive lines of intellectual transmission; indeed it constitutes a 
historical map which helps considerably to locate the development of 
psychoanalysis in time and space. More, the specific arguments for “cultural 
readiness” retain at least some of their importance, even after allowance has 
been made for the various caveats and qualifications. The aim of this paper is 
to propose an alternative line of explanation for the “mistake” of psychoanaly¬ 
tic success in America. Perhaps it should not even be called an alternative, 
but simply a complement. After all, as historians no less than psychoanalysts 
will agree, “mistakes” are notoriously overdetermined. 


I 

It is necessary in what follows to redirect the focus toward certain different 
areas of American life and culture, during the period preceding the arrival of 
psychoanalysis. This will mean a shift, broadly speaking, from intellectual to 
social history. More specifically, it will entail some extended consideration of 
the subject of family life in the American past. We should recognize at the 
outset that this subject has been “legitimated” for historians only during the 
past decade or so. Previous generations of scholars avoided such seemingly 
mundane and personal matters—preferring instead to concentrate on politics, 
diplomacy, commerce, and other manifestly “public” themes. Thus the field 
of “family history,” as we are coming to call it, is quite new and in some 
respects unexplored. Still, many historians are now busily at work in this and 
related areas, and the sum-total of results so far is quite substantial. Certain 
of these results seem fairly surprising, others may well be completely sur¬ 
prising; but in any case they do bear on the question from which this paper 
began. 12 

To summarize the central point in several anticipatory sentences: it will 
be argued that a family system developed in these United States, during 
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the last several decades of the nineteenth century, which involved significant 
departures from the dominant modes of family life in still earlier historical 
periods. In fact, these changes were so significant and encompassing that it is 
reasonable to speak of a “critical period” in the history of the American 
family. The result was the flowering of a kind of “hothouse family,” which 
did indeed lay the cultural and psychological ground in which Freudian ideas 
would subsequently take root. To some extent, the themes that we will 
emphasize could be explored in terms of other Western countries as well; to 
that same extent, therefore, this discussion will embrace the historical con¬ 
text of Freud s life and work in the very broadest sense. However, it appears 
that the family system described in what follows was more widely and deeply 
normative in this country than anywhere else. If so, perhaps it supplies that 
additional element of “cultural readiness” which finally escaped Professor 
Hale. 

Let us proceed now with an overview of central conclusions in recent 
historical scholarship on nineteenth-century American family life. These 
conclusions will be presented in summary form and virtually without 
documentation. Considerations of space preclude any systematic effort to 
sample the voluminous evidence which might otherwise flesh out our rough 
and skeletal outline. 

In the first place: by at least 1850 (perhaps earlier) Americans had de¬ 
veloped a view of the family that assumed its radical disjunction from all 
other aspects of their culture. The individual household, and the world at 
arge were pictured as contrasting “spheres,” and the relation between them 
was that of adversaries. Community life—epitomized by the growth of the 
modem city-seemed agitated, disordered, unpredictable, and insidiously 
conducive to the expression of the worst of human instincts. 13 To all this, 
family, life stood as a deeply necessary foil. The evocative significance of 
home the word itself became highly sentimentalized—is manifest 
through an enormous range of literary and personal artifacts of the period. 
Home became the abiding source of all the tender virtues in life. Love, 
kindliness, altruism, peace, harmony, good order: these were among the 
^ *1?,^ ua lities attributed exclusively to the domestic environment. 14 It 
should be emphasized that there was something very new here. In the colo- 
nia period of American history, family and community had been experi- 
enced as complementary to one another; indeed the household unit was 
typically viewed as a “little commonwealth” which prepared the individual in 
a wholly natural way for social and political roles in the wider world. 15 In 
sum. we can view the changes of the nineteenth century as involving the 
establishment of a sharp social boundary, where previously things had been 
open, and free, and relatively undivided. The effects of this dichotomy were 
profound-for many aspects of popular culture-but one that deserves spe- 
aal emphasis here is the equation of home-life with the development of 
individual character. Whereas, in a still earlier period, responsibility for 
character-training was shared among a variety of people and institutions 
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(parents, other kin, neighbors; churches, courts, and local government), from 
henceforth this responsibility belonged to the family alone. 

Even as the family was progressively marked off from other networks of 
human interaction, it underwent a process of internal sub-division as well. 
There developed, for example, a massive system of sex-role stereotyping, 
whereby maleness and femaleness were set apart as never before. Men and 
women were thought to occupy entirely different “spheres”—indeed they 
were presumed to have essentially different characters . 16 Women were 
charged with maintaining the sanctity of the home, while men became the 
representatives of individual families in the wide and dangerous world at 
large. This contrast was explicitly pejorative: women were supposed to be 
“pure” in all things, while men, alas, were necessarily tainted by their contact 
with life outside the home. Once again we must recognize the historical 
novelty of these trends. In the colonial era men and women had shared a 
broad range of everyday experience, easily and informally; and within the 
household the roles of husband and wife had overlapped at many points. 17 

As the nineteenth century progressed, a further splitting of roles and 
statuses within the family developed along generational lines. This was the era 
of what has been called “the discovery of childhood.” 18 For the first time in 
Western history children emerged from the larger social backdrop as distinc¬ 
tive creatures with their own needs and tendencies; no longer were they 
viewed simply as “miniature adults.” From here on children would have their 
own patterns of work and play; or rather, to put it more accurately, some 
children would have no meaningful work at all, while others would be 
steered into very special work. (Consider, for example, the phenomenon of 
child labor in the factories.) 19 

Now this is a very large and complex historical process, impossible to 
discuss in a few sentences, but clearly the main engine of change was the 
movement from a local, rural, agrarian culture, to the increasingly urban, 
industrial, “mass society” of modem times. It is easy enough to see that in a 
farm household work and recreation are everywhere joined—and shared by 
men and women, young and old, pretty much alike. But take that same 
household and transplant it in the city—and experience is so profoundly 
divided that people come perforce to occupy a range of distinct positions. (The 
formal term for this process, in the language of academic sociology, is “struc¬ 
tural differentiation. ”) There were, moreover, demographic trends which 
reinforced the process of differentiation. Throughout the nineteenth century 
the birth rate was falling steadily, so that by 1900 the number of children 
bom to an average couple had been reduced almost by half. 20 For the first 
time large numbers of parents were attempting to control their own fertility, 
and this meant not only fewer children, but also the compression of re¬ 
productive activity into a much shorter time span. Whereas in colonial 
America a household might contain as many as ten children, ranging from 
one or two who were virtually adult down to toddlers and even a babe at the 
breast, a typical middle-class family of the late nineteenth century would 
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consist of parents and two, three, or four children relatively close to on 
another in age. In a sense, therefore, families were becoming more visibl 
two-generational; in the parlance of our own time, there was the basis her 
for a “generation gap.” 21 

These powerful long-term trends, both the narrowly demographic one 
and the broader transformations of economic and social structure, converge 
in their effects on family life—and particularly on the lives of children. Whs 
seems most important is the way the whole process of individual maturatio 
became disjunctive and problematic. No longer could growth and develop 
ment be taken for granted—that is, assumed as a natural concomitant < 
universal social processes. Instead, it became increasingly difficult to believ 
that the experience of the older generation would directly prefigure the life <: 
the younger one. 

As one result of these altered circumstances, there sprang into being a ne\ 
genre of popular literature—the literature of child-rearing advice. Since th 
care of children had become a self-conscious activity, full of unexpected risk 
and dangers, a variety of self-appointed “experts” busied themselves with th 
production of books and essays designed to resolve the questions of increas 
ingly troubles parents. The line of these authors descends, in virtually un 
broken continuity, from a nucleus of Protestant clergymen and “scribblinj 
ladies” (writing in the 1820s and 1830s) to our own Dr. S pock. 22 We wil 
undertake in the next few pages to focus more sharply on the question o 
child-rearing, and in doing so will be obliged to rely heavily on these earl; 
advice books. The use of such materials is open to question—the gap betweei 
advice and behavior being, in many instances, quite substantial—but then 
is, on balance, enough supporting and confirming evidence from othe 
sources to make this a worthwhile inquiry. Prom all we can tell ahou 
nineteenth-century America, children were raised in new and different set 
tings, according to altered goals and precepts, and with distinctive effects oi 
their adult lives later on. So, herewith some brief observations about th 
dominant strain of child-rearing advice: 

1. All authorities agreed on the extreme urgency of careful, responsible 
parenting. In the brave new world of nineteenth-century America there wa: 
no alternative to home life for the proper rearing of children. If parents dk 
not perform effectively, no one else would do the job for them. Furthermore 
the stakes were so high and initial trends so hard to reverse, that the rearing 
process should begin when children were very young. The Rev. florae* 
Bushnell, a Congregational minister whose enormously influential bool 
Christian Nurture was published in 1843, declared flatly: “U*f every Christiar 
father and mother understand, when the child is three years old, that the) 
have done more than half of what they will do for his character .” 23 Th< 
resonance between this particular statement and views which would sub¬ 
sequently be derived from psychoanalysis is so obvious as hardly to neec 
mentioning. 

2. In speaking of parental responsibility for raising children, Americans ol 
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the nineteenth century actually meant maternal responsibility. Father simply 
vanished from the domestic stage, and mother’s role was correspondingly 
enlarged. Her influence would be absolutely decisive for the character of her 
children—especially her male children, for these issues were formulated most 
conspicuously in terms of mothers of sons. In the words of a favorite period 
cliche: “All that I am, I owe to my angel mother.” This relationship, as 
typically described, had literal qualities of symbiosis. “Every look, every 
movement, every expression”—wrote one authority—“does something to¬ 
ward forming the character of the little heir to immortal life.” And the 
same pattern prevailed even in embryo; thus, for example, a mother is sup¬ 
posed to have spent leisure hours during her pregnancy gazing at engravings 
of handsome buildings, in order to destine her child to greatness as an ar¬ 
chitect. (In some cases, it appears, this strategy was fully vindicated by the 
results; the instance cited here involved the mother of Frank Lloyd Wright. 24 

3. The goals of child-rearing, as expressed in the advice literature, were 
somewhat divided and confused. On the one hand, there was much emphasis 
on encouraging qualities of independence, resourcefulness, initiative—a 
whole expressive mode. Only thus would a young person be prepared to 
seize the main chance and “get ahead” in the open society of modem 
America. On the other hand, the same authorities also stressed the develop¬ 
ment of inner discipline and self-control. For, without a moral compass—and 
that was a favorite metaphor—a child might go wildly astray as soon as he 
ventured beyond the threshold of home. These twin goals, of expressiveness 
and control, seem to have constituted a kind of double message from parents; 
and one wonders how the balance was struck in the day-to-day experience of 
average households. 

4. The authorities spoke with a clearer voice on the subject of methods and 
procedures. Discipline, they agreed, must be based on the good example of 
parents—and on repeated appeals to conscience in the child. Important values 
and standards must be internalized, as early and as fully as possible. Just as 
the American nation was founded on a principle of “self-government” in its 
public affairs, so the young person must develop a similar capacity to guide 
his private life. 25 In our own terms, the touchstone of this disciplinary regime 
was guilt; the child’s inner feelings became the chief agency of punishment. It 
is in the materials from this era, incidentally, that one first encounters that 
remarkable bit of domestic sophistry—the parent who says, as he bends a 
whimpering child over his knee, “It hurts me to spank you, more than it 
hurts you to be spanked.” But this notion, that the wrong one does causes 
distress and dismay for others, is the inner foundation of a “guilty” orienta¬ 
tion to the world. And here, once again, is a sharp contrast with the norms of 
an earlier time. In colonial America, child-rearing (and social control, more 
generally) had been based on a principle of shame —that is, the exposure of 
wrongdoing to the ridicule and contempt of others. 26 

5. These different themes join at one important point: together they imply 
a massive intensification of the parent-child bond. I have already underscored 
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the burden of responsibility which the culture assigned to parents for the 
welfare and future prospects of the young, but sometimes the case was 
turned the other way around: children, for their part, had the power to blight 
the happiness of parents by falling into paths of wickedness. Nineteenth- 
century fiction plays endless variations on this theme. A virtuous couple 
anxiously rears their beloved son for a life of decent respectability (if not of 
greatness); the son grows up and goes out into the world, is exposed to the 
influence of “evil companions,” takes to drink and gambling or whatever; his 
misdeeds are reported back to his parents, who in turn are so literally 
“heart-broken” that they may sicken and die. Seen in this light, domestic 
bonding had become a matter of life and death. 27 

So much for the child-rearing literature; we must now try to integrate 
certain additional considerations reflecting the shape and substance of the 
culture at large. It is well known that sexual behavior in this “Victorian” era 
was hedged about with uniquely restrictive ideas and values. There is no 
point in attempting to cover this familiar ground in detail; we should, how¬ 
ever, notice one aspect of nineteenth-century sexual conventions for its spe¬ 
cific relevance in the present context. For the first time in Western history 
the idea was propounded, and widely accepted, that women are 
passionless—not merely chaste, but literally devoid of sexual feelings. 28 
Sometimes this idea appeared as a prescribed standard, and sometimes as an 
experiential reality; and where reality diverged from the standard, women 
(literally by the thousands) resorted to a drastic remedy—the surgical proce¬ 
dure of clitoridectomy. 29 One way or another, feminine “purity” would be 
sustained and “sensual wishes” repudiated. What, then, may we infer about 
the role of such women as mothers? Recall that the advice literature was 
essentially a body of morality tales about mothers and sons. Is it too much to 
suppose that many nineteenth-century women—faced with overbearing cul¬ 
tural constraints on their sexuality in relation to sweethearts and 
husbands—proved to be rather “seductive” in their maternal function? This 
was, after all, the period when the great American tradition of “Mom-ism” 
began to flourish; 30 an early and extraordinary manifestation was the vast 
corpus of folksongs and ballads spawned by the experience of the country in 
fighting a terrible Civil War. 31 The preeminent figure in this Civil War music 
is Mother—Mother for whose sake the war must be won. Mother whose 
influence keeps her soldier-son from yielding to various forms of camp-life 
temptation. Mother whose past self-sacrifices justify the supreme sacrifice of 
life itself, and so forth. There is, of course, no overtly sexual reference in all 
this; Mother is sentimentalized, not erotized; but perhaps in the world of 
unconscious process the distance from sentiment to Eros was not so great 
after all. 

And what about fathers, in this same framework of psycho-cultural cir¬ 
cumstance? Fred Weinstein and Gerald Platt have developed an ingenious 
argument around this question in their book The Wish to Be Free* 2 The 
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success of psychoanalytic theory, they contend, was made possible by long¬ 
term changes in the role of paterfamilias. The traditional father of pre-modem 
times was able to assert a variety of “patriarchal” claims, because of the many 
immediate and personal services he performed, for other members of his 
household. Beginning with the Industrial Revolution, however, he was in¬ 
creasingly drawn out of the home (especially by his work), and his relation to 
his children became less nurturant and more instrumental. In a sense this 
amounted to a loss of legitimacy; at any rate, in Weinstein and Platt’s own 
words, “the father had become available at last for conscious examination.” 33 
This argument seems substantially persuasive; perhaps, though, we may add 
to it one element deriving from specifically American circumstances. The 
“success creed” that took hold in this country during the nineteenth century 
strongly urged that young men should aspire to continual improvement 
of their social and economic rank—and, more, that the position of their 
own fathers should serve as their chief criterion of measurement. In short, 
success in America meant surpassing one’s father. Here was a covert induce¬ 
ment to competition in the relation of fathers and sons; and it was one of the 
truly new things that blossomed under the American sun. 34 

Certainly, too, these ideological tendencies were reinforced from the direc¬ 
tion of life experience and life history. Mobility of two sorts—social and 
geographic—was notoriously characteristic of American society in the 
nineteenth century. Immigrants from the Old World poured into the country 
in a gathering tide after about 1840. Meanwhile another internal migration 
brought vast numbers of the native-born from farms and villages in the rural 
countryside to the burgeoning life of Metropolis. Americans of this period 
were truly “men in motion”—to borrow an apt phrase from a recent study of 
migration. 35 Presumably this quality of motion reorganized the inner—no 
less than the outward—frame of their experience. 

The immigrants who left the blighted heaths of Ireland, or the mountain 
sheepfolds of Greece, or the teeming ghettos of central Europe, were fellow- 
travelers in a long existential journey. Wrenched from the encasing web of 
traditional culture, they sought a highly individualized fulfillment in a new 
and volatile setting. Irrevocably, they were parted from “the land of their 
fathers”—not to mention the living presence of those same fathers. Uprooted, 
they were also liberated; anxious and sometimes guilt-ridden, they tasted as 
well the rewards of ^/^-improvement. 36 And the farm-boys who made good 
in the city traced a similar, if less dramatic, course. They, too, exchanged one 
world for another, and emerged profoundly transformed. 

The central myths and metaphors of American experience conveyed, at 
least by implication, the filial meaning of all this. The “man in motion’ was 
physically separated from his father’s influence. The “self-made man” de¬ 
clared that he owed his father nothing. The “successful man” demonstrated, 
in his very success, a superiority over his father. These natural and adopted 
“sons” of America had not, of course, done away with fathers altogether; 
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indeed, in some respects they had only complicated their entanglement. But 
from henceforth the relation of father and son was on a substantially new 
footing. Much that had been taken for granted hitherto was now open to 
question. Bonds of blood and tuition that seemed wholly “natural” in tra¬ 
ditional settings became problematic, self-conscious, and infused with 
chronic tension. 


II 

That completes our panoramic survey of the history of American family 
life; it is necessary now to pull these ideas more closely together, so as to 
rejoin the issue from which our inquiry began. And let us adopt the 
metaphor of theater as a way of epitomizing the changes that transformed the 
family during the period under consideration. Note, in the first place, that 
the domestic stage itself has been more sharply articulated; lifted whole from 
out of the general cultural backdrop, it now encompasses a distinct and 
consciously realized portion of social space. The cast of characters has been 
reduced in number; declining birth rates have meant fewer children among 
whom to divide (and diffuse) the action of this familial drama. Moreover, the 
roles themselves have been more sharply differentiated than was even true 
before. The Husband-Father, the Wife-Mother, and the Child: here was a 
central, structural triangle around which all else revolved. Within the 
triangle, culture prescribed a delicate balance of exchange. The Child—we 
might as well say, the Son—derived from the Mother both everyday nurtur- 
ance and the shape of his character in years to come; all this was framed in 
lavish hues of sentiment—which may perhaps have covered “earthly” feel¬ 
ings as well. The relation of the Father and the Son was quite different. 
There was affection, to be sure, but there was also distance; there was 
modeling, but also rivalry. Each of the actors and actresses aspired to “self- 
government, and the Parents tried especially hard to stimulate the Child’s 
capacity to experience inner guilt. At the same time, each one was made to 
feel responsible for all the others. Last but not least, a mood of urgency and 
intensity, of ultimate (and potentially dire) consequence, suffused the entire 
script. Each scene led on to the next with inexorable certainty; missed cues 
and bungled lines would be lasting in their effects. 37 

At some point much earlier we spoke of the group which typically played 
out this drama as the hothouse family.” But let us change the frame of 
reference a bit, and adopt a psychoanalytic terminology; and the hothouse 
family may also be called the “oedipal family.” If the Oedipus complex was 
indeed a sine qua non of the theoretical system devised by Freud, then we may 
surmise that its importance—and the response it evoked in others—was 
rooted in historically specific patterns of domestic relationship. People ac¬ 
cepted and endorsed the Freudian system, or alternatively they resisted and 
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denounced it, because at some level they recognized its correspondence to 
basic aspects of their own experience. This kind of implicit recognition is, in 
fact, an underlying dynamic of social response to all significant intellectual 
and scientific “discoveries.” 

Now at this point we can anticipate a possible source of misunderstanding. 
We need not argue that fresh intrapsychic patterns were created de novo by 
the historical process itself, or that at some point in the nineteenth century 
large numbers of people suddenly began to have Oedipus complexes where 
before there was nothing of the kind. It is, of course, sometimes maintained 
that Freudian theory applies only to modem Western society; but that is 
another issue, substantially at variance with what is proposed here. Almost 
by definition, the Oedipus complex has multiple points of origin—which 
presumably encompass biology, psychology, sociology, and history, in intri¬ 
cate combination. To put it another way, the Oedipus complex is a signifi¬ 
cant developmental potential in all persons, no matter what their location in 
time and space. However, particular patterns of historical and cultural cir¬ 
cumstance have much to do with the way this potential is realized—whether 
it is highlighted, or muted, or neutralized, or whatever. Now the main line of 
historical change in the nineteenth century did, we suggest, create a situation 
in which oedipal issues become highly charged for many people. And among 
all the Western countries, this situation was most fully elaborated in the 
United States. 

Which brings us back to the starting point—namely, the tricks played, and 
the “mistakes” made, by the historical process. The mistake is not that Freud 
created psychoanalysis; nor is it that America responded to psychoanalysis so 
fully and on the whole so favorably. Instead, as we can now clearly see, the 
mistake is that Freud himself was not an American! He should by all rights 
have been bom and raised in some bustling new metropolis, surrounded by 
“hothouse families,” egged on by the peculiarly American and patricidal cult 
of success. But, then, there are some mistakes which even historians cannot 
account for. 
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NOTHING TO FEAR 

Notes on the Life of Eleanor Roosevelt 

Joan M. Erikson 


It is easy to think of Eleanor Roosevelt as the niece of Theodore Roosevelt who 
married her cousin Franklin Delano and then served as first lady during the twelve 
years of her husband’s presidency. Yet in her lifetime she developed a stature that 
indisputably was all her own. She championed the cause of the needy and forgotten in 
the Depression years and after, speaking on behalf of blacks, women, immigrants, the 
aged, and the handicapped; an outspoken champion of organized labor—then an 
exposed position to take—she endured a barrage of criticism for her politics, even 
ridicule for her appearance. She was by any measure a strong and courageous person. 
She also was unusually, notoriously, needy of support and affection, and her close 
relationships with several women were the subject of considerable gossip in the 1930s 
and 1940s. Doris Faber’s recent biography of one of these intimates, the news reporter 
Lorena Hickock, has led to renewed discussion (see the New Republic, April 26, 1980) 
of the evidence that these friendships may have been physical. 

In the following sketch of Eleanor Roosevelt’s life, written not long after her 
autobiography appeared in 1961, Joan M. Erikson demonstrates the sensitivity and 
powers of insight that her own husband has made the standard in psychobiography. 
This portrait of Eleanor offers a negative of Theodore Roosevelt’s, in chapter 13: his 
niece suffered from all the restrictions and slights that allowed him and men generally 
to flourish—or, to put it differently, that placed high demands on men and women 
alike. Her life experience refers us back to the Smith-Rosenberg essay and to Adams’s 
Esther; all the same, Roosevelt’s insistence on a voice for women also makes her an 
illustration of one of the impulses that led to the women’s movement of our day. She 
helped to bring about that revolution despite the constraints of the society she grew 
out of, and the reasons for her impressibility remain a bit mysterious. On that 
account Erikson’s article reminds us that the psychobiographer needs to be a humanist 
whose effort to bring a subject back to life avoids formulaic or pat answers to 
questions of personality. 


Reprinted by permission of Daedalus, Journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 
Boston, Massachusetts. Spring 1964, The Women in America. 
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THE FOREIGN visitor to this country in the I930’s might well have 
been astounded by the portrayal in newspapers and magazines of the First 
Lady of the land. Eleanor Roosevelt was featured prominently in the press as 
the butt of jokes and anecdotes. Much of this humor was kindly, some of it 
was cruel, and upon occasions it became vicious. Cartoonists were never at a 
loss with the assignment of portraying Mrs. Roosevelt. She smiled often and 
broadly, displaying prominent front teeth. The caricatures were cruel and 
repetitious, combined with such taunting remarks as, “Eleanor can bite an 
apple through a picket fence.” That she continued to smile frequently, 
broadly and unaffectedly in spite of consistent lampooning attests to unusual 
fortitude, perhaps especially in a woman. 

What were the characteristics which offered themselves for this ridicule? 
The more kindly humor focused on her soft-hearted and sometimes deep 
involvement in any cause which supported the improvement of conditions for 
the underprivileged. She was moved by any tale of woe, often using private 
funds to alleviate an individual financial problem, but she also espoused 
wholeheartedly and without cautionary hesitation the more debatable large- 
scale official measures for dealing with employment. 

But the most savage ridicule was focused on her phenomenal energy. This 
ability of Eleanor Roosevelt to go on when all companions were falling by the 
wayside, to travel extensively, to write reams about seemingly insignificant 
daily affairs, to talk enthusiastically about the issues that concerned her, to 
entertain in the White House as if it were a public museum—all exposed her 
constantly to the suspicion of others less endowed. Her critics suggested that 
this drive could be maintained only in the service of an extraordinary hunger 
for power and that she was a flagrant busybody on the national scale; that she 
was in love with the sound of her own voice and the sight of her own words in 
print. This kind of energy might be admirable in a man. It was applauded 
among the qualities of her uncle, Theodore Roosevelt, whom in some ways 
she was said to resemble. But it was said to be unseemly in a woman who 
after all belonged at home, even if home happened to be the White House and 
her children for that very good reason were all away in school or college. 
Moreover, these activities were the more disconcerting to her critics because 
it gradually became evident that they w r ere not merely a kind of innocuous 
busywork on the part of the President’s wife. She was, in fact, unquestiona¬ 
bly effective as a voice urgently enlisting the responsible participation of 
women m public affairs and in the support of the various humanitarian causes 
which she promoted; and she was a successful ambassadress to the countries 
that she visited. Perhaps the only weapon against such formidable enterprise 
was ridicule. 

How does a person, especially a woman, who is kept prominently in the 
public eye, survive such attack? Close friends of Mrs. Roosevelt report that 
she deliberately avoided reading what the papers printed about her. When 
her attention was called to particularly ugly criticism she would reply, “They 
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mean my husband; they are only getting at him through me.” On a trip to 
Puerto Rico a cartoonist in a local paper produced a cruel cartoon featuring 
her teeth and expression. When her friends objected and clamored that he be 
fired, she defended his right to draw her as he wished and invited him to tea. 
Westbrook Pegler, in his column, often attacked her viciously. When this 
was pointed out to her, she said, “I think he must be a very unhappy man.” 

But avoid what she might, the venom must to some degree have penetrated 
through her defenses. She made no effort, however, to fend off the negative 
reaction and to make her image more effective. She smiled as usual, her daily 
schedule remained a source of wonder to friend and foe alike, and she con¬ 
tinued to plunge with earnest enthusiasm into the causes which interested 
her. Her name was a byword for the soft touch. (The number of daily 
requests for personal help which came to her by mail are legendary.) In fact, 
instead of reacting to personal criticism by letting it interfere with the work at 
hand, she seemed to open herself to it with apparently naive abandon. 

Her first book of memoirs is a touchingly self-revealing story of the little 
girl who grew up to be Eleanor Roosevelt. She wrote in the conclusion that 
her purpose was to give “as truthful a picture as possible of a human being.” 
This she tried to do in the honest, straightforward prose of a schoolgirl. In 
her “My Day” column, she continued this self-exposure of her actions and 
thoughts. Perhaps she felt that in this kind of intimate sharing of the banal 
elements of a woman’s life she could reach more women and draw them into 
sympathetic support of the causes she sponsored. Perhaps, too, she hoped to 
impart some of her discipline and her energy into lives grown sluggish in the 
constant coping with household chores. 

Her memoirs reveal, I think, the sources of her courage and her discipline, 
her enthusiasm and her serenity. One of her favorite quotations was “Back of 
tranquillity lies always conquered unhappiness,” and her unassuming au¬ 
tobiographic writings offer a better and more intuitive account of such con¬ 
quest than do many more ambitious self-revelations. She records her 
memories with a feminine concreteness and closeness to people, reminiscing 
with critical sympathy about the little girl and the young woman whose life is 
being described. Her later writings lose some of this quality. They read as 
though the events reported had initially been more self-consciously recorded 
in a diary and later assembled to continue a history. There is little self¬ 
observation. In them we find Mrs. Roosevelt in action and history taking 
form around her, but we are given few glimpses of the inner development of 
the maturing woman. 

This account, then, will follow her life only as far as she reveals some hints 
of her inner experience of growth to us. It will attempt to let Eleanor Roose¬ 
velt speak, underlining with commentary only such insights as may other¬ 
wise escape the reader. Her own words are, in fact, often so naive and 
without humor that the dynamic truths they express can be overlooked 
in what might be considered an amateurish and superficial style. Let us 
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review briefly some of the most critical and telling experiences of her child¬ 
hood as she has recorded them, seeking possible sources for her outstanding 
qualities—for she was no stranger to adversity. 

Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was bom in 1884 in New York. Her mother was 
Anna Hall Roosevelt, then twenty-one years old and according to the New 
York Times, “one of the most beautiful and popular women in New York 
Society.” Her father was Elliot Roosevelt, aged twenty-four, at the time of 
her birth a dashing, handsome and adventurous man, brother of Theodore 
Roosevelt and also a member of one of New York’s socially elite families. 

Eleanor was not a pretty baby. As she grew older it became apparent that 
she would be an unattractive little girl and that she had inherited none of the 
acclaimed charm and good looks of the women in her mother’s family. This 
seems to have estranged her from Anna, who lavished her affection on the 
two sons who followed Eleanor. “I felt a curious barrier between myself and 
these three,” she writes. 

... and still I can remember standing in the door, very often with my finger in my 
mouth—which was, of course, forbidden—and I can see the look in her eyes and hear 
the tone of her voice as she said: “Come in, Granny.” If a visitor was there she might 
turn and say: “She is such a funny child, so old-fashioned, that we always call her 
‘Granny.’ ” I wanted to sink through the floor in shame, and I felt I was apart from the 
boys. 

And again, 

I must have been very sensitive, with an inordinate desire for affection and praise— 
perhaps brought on by the fact that I was fully conscious of my plain looks and lack of 
manners. My mother was always a little troubled by my lack of beauty, and I knew it 
as a child senses those things. She tried very hard to bring me up well so my manners 
would in some way compensate for my looks, but her efforts only made me more 
keenly conscious of my shortcomings. 

But if the little girl Eleanor’s relationship with her mother was uncomfort¬ 
able and cool, her delight in and closeness to her father provided warmth and 
tenderness to grow on. He had welcomed her as “a miracle from Heaven,” 
later nicknaming her “Little Nell,” and he seemed to find her in all ways 
charming, amusing, and companionable. 

I remember my father acting as gondolier, taking me out on the Venice canals, singing 
with the other boatmen, to my intense joy. I think there never was a child who was 
less able to carry a tune and had less gift for music than I. I loved his voice, however, 
and above all, I loved the way he treated me. He called me “Little Nell,” after the 
Little Nell in Dickens’ “Old Curiosity Shop.” Later he made me read the book, but at 
that time I only knew it was a term of affection, and I never doubted that I stood first 
in his heart. 

One senses that Eleanor’s relationship to her father was never as uncompli¬ 
cated as she describes it, and soon one stark complication became critical: this 
delightful father began to drink heavily and later became a confirmed al- 
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coholic. He was banished from the family to visit European spas in search of 
a cure, and later to live in a small Virginia town. The little girl, then eight 
years old, was told that her father was sick, which puzzled her, for sick 
people need to be taken care of, not to be exiled. 

In simple terms Eleanor Roosevelt then described a series of traumatic 
events. The year after her father’s departure, her mother died very suddenly 
of diphtheria, and very shortly afterward Elliott, Jr., also died. Eleanor and 
her younger brother Hall were moved into their Grandmother Hall’s house, 
and it was in this household and in their summer residence at Tivoli that she 
grew up. 

After we were installed, my father came to see me, and I remember going down 
into the high ceilinged, dim library on the first floor of the house in West 37th Street. 
He sat in a big chair. He was dressed all in black, looking very sad. He held out his 
arms and gathered me to him. In a little while he began to talk, to explain to me that 
my mother was gone, that she had been all the world to him, and now he had only my 
brothers and myself, that my brothers were very young, and that he and I must keep 
dose together. Some day I would make a home for him again, we would travel to¬ 
gether and do many things which he painted as interesting and pleasant, to be looked 
forward to in the future together. 

This experience remained etched on her memory and guided her life 
through many years. The following statement, however, could have been 
written only by an individual of remarkable psychological innocence: 

Somehow it was always he and I. I did not understand whether my brothers were 
to be our children or whether he felt that they would be at school and college and later 
independent. 

There started that day a feeling which never left me—that he and I were very close 
together, and some day would have a life of our own together. He told me to write to 
him often, to be a good girl, not to give any trouble, to study hard, to grow up into a 
woman he could be proud of, and he would come to see me whenever it was possible. 

When he left, I was all alone to keep our secret of mutual understanding and to 
adjust myself to my new existence. 

He came occasionally to see his children that year in New York, and these 
visits were joyous ones for his lonely little daughter. 

Though he was so little with us, my father dominated all this period of my life. 
Subconsciously I must have been waiting always for his visits. They were irregular, 
and he rarely sent word before he arrived, but never was I in the house, even in my 
room two long flights of stairs above the entrance door, that I did not hear his voice 
the minute he entered the front door. Walking down stairs was far too slow. I slid 
down the banisters and usually catapulted into his arms before his hat was hung up. 

But Eleanor was to learn that no happiness was secure, and that security 
itself was an illusion. Even this period of existing hopefully from one visit to 
the next was short-lived, for within the year her father was killed in a riding 
accident. 
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On August 14, 1894, just before I was ten years old, word came that my father had 
died. My aunts told me, but I simply refused to believe it, and while I wept long and 
went to bed still weeping, I finally went to sleep and began the next day living in my 
dream world as usual. 

My grandmother decided that we children should not go to the funeral, and so I 
had no tangible thing to make death real to me. From that time on I knew in my mind 
that my father was dead, and yet I lived with him more closely, probably, than I had 
when he was alive. 

The years in Grandmother Hall’s New York house and in Tivoli with her 
aunts and uncles must have been dreary ones by any standard. Granted that 
one has a tendency to remember injustices and sorrows more vividly than 
pleasures, the list of Eleanor’s deprivations and discomforts is still unnerving. 
She was forbidden sweets and therefore stole them, lied, got caught and was 
disgraced and shamed. She was made to wear a steel brace to improve her 
posture which was “vastly uncomfortable and prevented my bending over.” 
To keep her from catching colds, she alone of the family was obliged to take a 
cold bath every morning. Her clothes were a source of constant embarrass- 
ment to her. She was tall, thin and shy and was dressed in skirts which were 
above her knees while other girls of her size wore them half way down their 
legs. Grandmother believed in warm clothing, and long thick underwear was 
prescribed and worn according to set dates of the calendar rather than as 
made reasonable by the temperature. Mrs. Roosevelt later recalls, “All my 
clothes seem to me now to have been incredibly uncomfortable.” In addition 
to these physical discomforts and deprivations, this young girl was kept very 
much to herself under the surveillance of governesses and maids. 

They always tried to talk to me, and I wished to be left alone to live in a dream world 
in which I was the heroine and my father the hero. Into this world I retired as soon as 
I went to bed and as soon as I woke in the morning, and all the time I was walking or 
when anyone bored me. 

The companionship of children her own age was also denied her during the 
long summers at Tivoli because her Uncle Vallie had also become alcoholic 
and no guests were welcome at the house. Her grandmother, who was strict 
with her in every way, also refused to let her visit her Roosevelt relations 
with any frequency and denied her the opportunity to travel with a young 
friend and her family. 

M y grandmother was adamant and would not allow me to' go. She gave me no 
reasons, either. It was sufficient that she did not think it wise. She so often said “no” 
that I built up the defense of saying I did not want things in order to forestall her 
refusals and keep down my disappointments. 

Aet life was not all black. Her aunts and uncles led interesting, even 
somewhat wild lives, in spite of Grandmother’s efforts at restraint, and 
Eleanor took vicarious pleasure in their exploits. And there was always time 
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for reading, for walking and for dreaming—these three lonely occupations 
which she loved. 

When she was fifteen, however, a friend and mentor came into her life 
from outside the family, a woman who was destined to sponsor what was 
strongest and most forward-looking in Eleanor. Grandmother Hall decided 
to send her to England to a private school for girls under an excellent head¬ 
mistress. Intellectually, Mile. Souvestre “shocked me into thinking,” she 
writes. She had “an active keen mind” and she conveyed her vital interest in 
public affairs to her pupils. She expressed indignation at the judgment 
against Dreyfus, announced her total lack of sympathy with Britain during 
the Boer War, in fact taking the position that war was no solution to interna¬ 
tional problems—certainly a bold opinion to hold in the early 1900’s. Beyond 
stimulating young Eleanor to independent thinking, she also undertook to 
increase her limited knowledge of the world by traveling with her on the 
continent during the holidays. They traveled widely, off the more beaten 
paths, Eleanor finding both advantage and enrichment in learning languages. 
She did learn French, German and Italian. She was allowed to remain three 
years under the tutelage of this gifted and inspiring teacher. Then, after 
having glimpsed new vistas of freedom, she was called home to be introduced 
to New York society. She was eighteen. 

In decisive and “formative” years, then, Eleanor learned that the spirit can 
count for more than appearance and social form. However, she was as yet too 
young to sustain such insight, and the ways of her social class decreed that 
she must try to conform. Coming out was a gruelling experience for this shy, 
still rather awkward girl, and she gives us this account of her misery: 

My aunt, Mrs. Mortimer, had bought my clothes in Paris, and I imagine that I was 
well dressed, but there was absolutely nothing about me to attract anybody’s atten¬ 
tion. ... I do not think I quite realized beforehand what utter agony it was going to be 
or I would never have had the courage to go.... I knew I was the first girl in my 
mother’s family who was not a belle, and though I never acknowledged it to any of 
them at the time, I was deeply ashamed.... Gradually I acquired a few 
friends... and finally going out lost some of its terrors; but that first winter, when my 
sole object in life was society, nearly brought me to a state of nervous collapse. 

Whatever tensions contributed to Eleanor’s nervous state, it is clear that 
she suffered not only from strenuous and incompatible activity, but also from 
an inner conflict between socially approved goals and her own aspirations 
and emerging potentialities. The rules of her class, however, aligned her 
activities at first with the customary contribution of a lady to social problems: 
charity. 

During this period of her life in New York with her Aunt Pussie she 
turned her attention to all kinds of charitable endeavors. From her childhood 
on she had been taught that people of wealth and social standing should 
engage in philanthropy. There was an obligation to be kind to the poor and to 
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give to those who had less, she had always been told. Therefore, she could 
remember that when she was still quite a little girl she had played her part in 
fulfilling this obligation by aiding her father in serving Thanksgiving dinner 
to the poor little boys at the Newsboys Club, and he had told her of the hard 
life they led. And she had spread the season’s cheer by helping her 
grandmother decorate a Christmas tree for a children’s ward in the hospital. 
She had visited the Orthopaedic Hospital with Auntie Grace and The Bow¬ 
ery Mission with Aunt Maud and Aunt Pussie. So it seemed appropriate that 
at nineteen she should offer her services to teach fancy dancing and calis¬ 
thenics at the Rivington Street Settlement House and to investigate working 
conditions in garment factories and department stores for the Consumers 
League. Later she would turn indignantly against a system that offered mere 
charity where it should provide the underprivileged with the right of equal 
opportunity to help themselves. For the time being, however, she learned to 
work and to care deeply. 

I had painfully high ideals and a tremendous sense of duty at that time, entirely 
unrelieved by any sense of humor or any appreciation of the weaknesses of human 
nature. Things were either right or wrong to me with very few shades, and I had had 
too little experience to know as yet how very fallible human judgments are. 

In 1903 she became engaged to her distant cousin Franklin Roosevelt. 
There must have been general astonishment then, even as this betrothal now 
in retrospect astonishes. Franklin expressed himself in a letter to his mother 
as being “the happiest man just now in the world; likewise the luckiest.” Mrs. 
Roosevelt, Sr., promptly sent him off on a Caribbean tour. Eleanor later 
wrote about her engagement with touching candor: 

I had a great curiosity about life and a desire to participate in every experience that 
might be the lot of woman. There seemed to me to be a necessity for hurry; without 
rhyme or reason I felt the urge to be a part of the stream of life, and so in the autumn 
of 1903 when Franklin Roosevelt, my fifth cousin once removed, asked me to marry 
him, though I was only nineteen, it seemed an entirely natural thing and I never even 
thought that we were both rather young and inexperienced. I came back from Groton, 
where I had spent the weekend, and asked Cousin Susie whether she thought I cared 
enough, and my grandmother, when I told her, asked me if I was sure I was really in 
love. I solemnly answered “yes” and yet I know now that it was years later before I 
understood what being in love was or what loving really meant. 

A year later, after Eleanor had met Franklin’s side of the family, the 
engagement was announced and the wedding set for March 17. Theodore 
Roosevelt had been elected President. He was, in fact, inaugurated on March 
4, and his first visit to New 7 York following this ceremony was made in order 
to give his niece aw^ay in marriage. It followed naturally that he became the 
star of the festivities, with crowds forming to catch a glimpse of the President 
and large groups gathering around him at the reception. It was a memorable 
wedding and it should have warned Eleanor that her life would not be her 
own—until she would eventually make it her own. 
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For their honeymoon the young couple went to Hyde Park and thus a new 
era began for the bride, of a kind of upper-class captivity. Holidays would be 
spent at Hyde Park with mother-in-law; in summer they would move to 
Campobello with her and in winter they would live in a house bought for 
them, furnished for them, staffed with servants for them by her, and right 
next door to her. 

Sarah Delano Roosevelt was a domineering woman who had devoted years 
of widowhood to the upbringing of her only son. His marriage in no way 
decreased her sense of responsibility and she took over the training and manage¬ 
ment of her daughter-in-law with a conviction and dedication which trapped 
the young wife in a sense of helplessness. Upon moving into the newly built, 
furnished and staffed house on East 65th Street, Eleanor felt so submerged in 
the strong personalities of her husband and mother-in-law that she at one point 
burst into tears, a self-indulgence she permitted herself only twice throughout 
her adult life. When Franklin asked her what might be the matter she confessed 
that she did not like living in a house which was not in any way hers, one that 
she had in no way planned and which did not represent the way she wanted to 
live. But her young husband, who was also a devoted son, just teased her and 
told her not to be silly. 

Since Eleanor, during these years, was going through one pregnancy after 
another—Anna, 1906; James, 1907; Franklin, Jr., 1908 (died at eight 
months); Elliot, 1910; Franklin, Jr., II, 1914; John, 1916—and was very 
occupied with her unsuccessful efforts to manage the nurses and servants 
who were the experts called in to care for her babies, she could do little to 
express her own wishes, nor did she have the physical strength to combat the 
formidable team of husband and mother-in-law. Although she was for ten 
years “always just getting over having a baby or about to have one,” she was 
not unaware of what was happening to her own personality. She recognized 
that she was in danger of developing “into a completely colorless echo,” that 
she “was not developing any individual taste or initiative,” and that some¬ 
thing within her craved to be an independent individual. 

As F. D. R. became involved in politics and was sent first to Albany and 
then to Washington, Eleanor undertook the duties appropriate to the wife of 
a New York senator and later those incumbent on her when he became the 
Assistant Secretary of the Navy. The social round of duties in Washington 
was strenuous but she had the advantage of the advice of her practiced Auntie 
Bye, who had advised Theodore Roosevelt when he held the same post, 
regarding the complications of procedure and protocol. During the war years 
she plunged into activities with other women in the Navy League providing 
comforts for seamen or visiting naval hospitals, talking to sick and wounded 
men and cooking in a Red Cross canteen. 

The war years in Washington were hectic and demanding for the 
Roosevelts. Probably it was during this period that Eleanor’s capacity for 
dicipline, endurance and energetic undertaking were first really challenged 
and confirmed. She says of this experience, too, that the exposure to all kinds 
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of people and to the confidences of the boys in the naval hospitals provided 
her with “a liberal education. n Out of these contacts with human beings, she 
writes, “I became a more tolerant person—far less sure of my own beliefs and 
methods of action, but I think more determined to try for certain ultimate 
objectives. Then, once again, her horizon was widened by travel. The trip 
with President and Mrs. Wilson to the Paris Peace Conference, where she 
could feel herself a part of historic decision-making, no doubt also added to 
her status as a mature woman. During F. D. R.’s unsuccessful campaign for 
the Vice-Presidency in 1920 she had her first taste of traveling around the 
country on the campaign train, and she later referred to this experience as 
“the start of my political education.” 

Then a crisis occurred which threatened to contract her life space and that 
of her husband and to preshadow a future of severe restriction. In the sum- 
mer of 1921, F. D. R. contracted infantile paralysis at Campobello. Eleanor 
became his day and night attendant and nursed him with efficient dedication. 

Almost everything we have noted about Eleanor Roosevelt’s development 
up to this point would seem to suggest that she was now offered a potentially 
absorbing role. Needing to be needed, eager to please, dedicated to 
service how appropriate that she should now devote herself to an invalid 
husband s care. An amazing transformation, however, took place slowly but 
irrevocably, for it was at this point in her life that the woman who as a girl 
had bowed to domination by mother, grandmother, husband and mother-in- 
law, firmly stood her full height and took over the responsibility not only for 
her husband s care and her family’s well-being, but also for their joint right to 
manage their own future. Mrs. Roosevelt, Sr., was the first to record the 
change. In a letter to her brother about the sickroom at Campobello, she 
wrote the simple truth. u Eleanor is the lead.” 

How true this was she perhaps did not quite realize at the time. When it 
became clear that F. D. R. would not recover the use of his legs and that he 
would be permanently crippled, his mother demanded that he be brought to 
Hyde Park, where he could have rest and complete quiet. There, she said, he 
could write as he always wanted to and “he can keep busy doing that or 
reading books or collecting stamps.” But she had not counted with her 
daughter-in-law. “That’s the last thing he should do,” Eleanor told her. “And 
I won’t let him.” 

This was the beginning of a determined struggle between the two women, 
between two generations who “knew what was best” for a stricken man. 
Eleanor by then had found a firm ally in the person of F. D. R.’s friend 
Louis Howe, who was also intent on not allowing him to become a dispi¬ 
rited invalid. Together they contrived to bring rewarding activities, interest¬ 
's P eo pl e an d stimulating ideas to F. D. R. Howe searched the bookstores 
for rare old books and studied stamps so that he could talk intelligently about 
them. But Eleanor and Howe agreed that hobbies would not be enough for 
their charge, and even when he added a work schedule it was clear to them 
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that his real interest was politics. So it was decided that Eleanor should 
become active in politics and in this way involve F. D. R. in current issues. 
She turned her attention and amazing energy to the work of the Women’s 
Trade Union League and brought some of her co-workers home with her to 
meet her husband. She joined the Women’s Division of the Democratic State 
Committee and began a round of public speaking, which, though frightening 
for her initially, proved most successful. (She had a habit of giggling which 
infuriated Louis Howe, and he reproved her severely.) And she traveled 
extensively all over the state organizing women voters into the Democratic 
party. 

All of this activity came to a head when A1 Smith, in 1924, asked F. D. R. 
to take charge of his preconvention campaign and to nominate him as presi¬ 
dential nominee for the Democratic party. F. D. R. agreed, and though his 
candidate ran unsuccessfully, he showed a triumphant courage by facing the 
Democratic convention on his own feet, even though his legs had to be 
supported by braces, and by giving his now famous “Happy Warrior” 
speech. F. D. R. was back in the public eye. He was back in politics. 

The rest is well known. From the childhood and young womanhood 
sketched here, the woman emerged who more than any other woman in 
American history played a leading role in public affairs, the woman who gave 
to the position of the President’s wife an entirely new force, the woman who 
was to become chairman of the committee which drew up the United Na¬ 
tions Declaration of Human Rights. We shall not here discuss in any detail 
these later developments which proved that the time was ripe for the 
emergence of a woman like Eleanor Roosevelt, even as she had now become 
adequate to and ready for her historical role. But let us ask ourselves whether 
it is possible to trace any inner logic in this story. 

Eleanor Roosevelt’s account of her early life highlights a lesson often lost in 
the study of biographies. This record of her childhood experiences could, if it 
were offered as a case history, account for a total failure to accept the chal¬ 
lenge of participation in an active and productive life. Such documentation 
could be used trauma for trauma to “explain” failure. Yet Eleanor Roosevelt 
“succeeded,” in many ways triumphantly, in other ways not without tragic 
overtones. Victory of this caliber should be kept before us to contribute to a 
better understanding of the intimate history accompanying great events. 

Reviewing, then, the traumatic aspects of her childhood, can we bring into 
focus the qualities, the strengths that were pitted against failure—and that 
won? What became of the shame of “Granny,” the deep sadness of “Little 
Nell,” the pervading sense of inferiority and fear of the small girl Eleanor? 
The inner tranquillity of the Mrs. Roosevelt that the world knew and hon¬ 
ored was indeed the fruit of actively “conquered unhappiness,” of depriva¬ 
tion transcended. But, in addition, she became an individual who manifested 
such transcendance in what Woodrow Wilson called “activity on a large 
scale.” 
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She seems to have settled her account with her unlucky childhood bv a 
determined rebalancing of the scales and by projecting this shift onto an 
almost global screen. Once deeply ashamed of her own unattractiveness, she 
spent her entire life developing her capacity for empathizing with people. 
She listened with compassion. I ler response to any demonstrable need was 
immediate and generous to a fault. Indignation was by no means foreign to 
her, but she transformed it into strong feelings in the service of causes. Such 
empathizing requires the capacity to be self-effacing. 1 laving set her own 
needs aside, as it were, her relationships with others could be immediate and 
warm. She became one of the most attractive and charming women in public 
life. 

The little girl Eleanor had been ashamed about her physical cowardice. 
She had been afraid of the dark and of burglars, of water, of horses, of 
physical exploits of many kinds. I ler reckless and dashing father had chided 
her about this and had tried to encourage his timid daughter. I ler Uncle Ted 
had teased her, and her I {all aunts and uncles had made fun of her fears. This 
same child became renowned as a grown woman for her endurance anti her 
fearlessness in meeting danger. It was not a courage lightly won. Perhaps it 
grew out of her determination to accept all challenges actively in order to 
avoid that fate worse than death—public shaming. Green with seasickness on 
a battleship one day, the suggestion was made to her that she climb the 
100-foot ladder of the skeleton mask. She did, and in time she slowly over¬ 
came her fear of height and of seasickness. 

Even more than physical apprehension of danger she suffered from fear of 
the disapproval of those from whom she needed love. In her loneliness and 
perplexity she lied and she stole. 

I could bear with swift punishment of any kind far better than long scoldings. I could 
cheerfully lie anytime to escape a scolding, whereas if 1 had known that I would 
simply be put to bed or be spanked 1 probably would have told the truth. This habit 
of lying stayed with me for a number of years. I now realize I was a great trial to my 
mother. She did not understand that a child may lie from fear; I myself never 
understood it until I reached the age when I suddenly realized that there was nothing 
to fear. 

One may note here that this realization came to her only when she left her 
grandmother’s house for school in England, for she writes, “this was the first 
time in all my life that all my fears left me.” 

She did later lead a fearless public life, disregarding petty criticism and 
caricature and striking out boldly for charity in issues both big and small. 
And it was she who selected for her husband’s tombstone the depression- 
conquering slogan, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” 

Having suffered from certain psychological deprivations as a child, she 
responded with immediate concern to the support of any oppressed group. 
She championed the cause of educating and freeing women so that they 
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might become responsible citizens. She did not address herself to this prob¬ 
lem by joining groups working explicitly for women’s rights. Instead she set 
herself the task of demonstrating in her own person how r the rights already 
gained could be made use of to greatest advantage. She wasted no breath on 
battle-cries—she simply rearranged the furniture, as it were, placing her desk 
in an advantageous position in the living room and getting up an hour earlier 
to make time for her correspondence. Her devotion to the cause of the 
underprivileged found its crowning achievement in her magnificant work for 
the Committee on Human Rights of the United Nations. 

Deprived in her childhood of the people she loved most, of the possibly 
compensatory sweets, of trips and of friends, and being exposed so often to 
u no” as the answer to her requests, she learned early not to ask for things, and 
better still not to want, or hope for them, in order to avoid disappointment. 
But she was an observant child and noted that the grandmother who disci¬ 
plined her so sternly had no discipline whatsoever where her own children 
were concerned. She spoiled them unrestrainedly and was helplessly out¬ 
raged with their misbehavior, especially when her sons began their heavy 
drinking. Mrs. Roosevelt speaks of this drinking as having made a deep 
impression on her: 

This was my first [really her second] contact with anyone who had completely lost 
power of self-control and I think it began to develop in me an almost exaggerated idea 
of the necessity of keeping all of one’s desires under complete subjugation. 

Actively then she began to impose on herself the controls, the discipline to 
which she had been passively subjected as a little girl. She became extraordi¬ 
narily self-disciplined. Her workday was strenuous, but organized to the 
minute, for with the proverbial energy went control, the capacity both for 
renunciation and for complete relaxation. She exercised every morning with¬ 
out fail and she could sleep anywhere sitting up in a chair. 

This life-sustaining strength came somehow from the few people whom 
she loved and admired and with whom she identified. Who were these im¬ 
portant people? Her relationship with her mother, at least in later childhood, 
was certainly not one of loving mutuality. The little Eleanor admired this 
glamorous mother and loved to watch her as she dressed to go out in the 
evening, and she was content to rub her mother’s head by the hour when she 
complained of a headache. However, she also knew her as a stem judge who 
found a child who could lie despicable, but who nevertheless “made a great 
effort for me” obviously out of a sense of duty. One is tempted to wonder 
how much of the onus of this mother’s disappointment in her “uncontrolled” 
husband was projected onto the little daughter who looked so much like him. 

Be that as it may, the daughter could not learn from this mother how to 
become the loving and caring mother of her own children. She writes of her 
own mothering, “I never had any interest in dolls or in little children and I 
knew absolutely nothing about handling or feeding a baby.” No wonder, 
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then, that she felt incompetent and awkward with her own babies and turned 
them over to nurses and governesses. Writing later in life, she deplores this 
lack of training and understanding and expresses the wish that she had taken 
over the upbringing of her children herself. “Had I done this,” she says, 

... my subsequent troubles would have been avoided and my children would have 
had far happier childhoods. As it was, for years I was afraid of my nurses, who from 
this time on were usually trained English nurses who ordered me around quite as 
much as they ordered the children. 

Eleanor Roosevelt’s role as a mother is both fascinating and disturbing. 
Motherhood seems to have happened to her as an inexorable fate, before she 
could grasp its meaning. In her story she emphasizes how strongly she felt 
her responsibilities for her children’s welfare, how dutifully she cared for 
them when ill or injured, but little joy or even satisfaction in mothering 
shines through. 

The mother surrogate appointed by Anna Hall to take over the upbringing 
of her children was also unable to provide the little Eleanor with warm 
mothering. Grandmother Hall, according to the story we are told, appar¬ 
ently had just decided to mend her previously all too permissive ways with 
children when it devolved on her to bring up her daughter’s child. No doubt 
this responsibility was unwelcome. She had already brought up a family of 
five children, widowed as she was, with rather questionable success. Perhaps 
she also saw in her granddaughter the child of her tragically intemperate 
son-in-law, and determined to control her with a firm hand. She is men¬ 
tioned with sympathy and understanding in Mrs. Roosevelt’s account of her 
life with her, but with neither admiration nor love. She speaks of one lesson, 
however, which she took to heart: 

My grandmother’s life had a considerable effect on me, for even when I was young I 
determined that I would never be dependent on my children by allowing all my 
interests to center in them. The conviction has grown through the years. In watching 
the lives of those around her, I have felt that it might have been well in their youth if 
they had not been able to count on her devotion and her presence whenever they 
needed her.... [I]t might have been far better... had she insisted on bringing more 
discipline into their lives simply by having a life of her own. 

Whether or not, in the end, Eleanor Roosevelt’s “life of her own” benefited 
her children is not a matter to be discussed here, although the hostile press 
during her lifetime did not shirk suggestive remarks. What must be said, 
however, is that this whole question of a mother’s “life of her own” and her 
children’s lives is a matter demanding concrete study free from prejudice and 
from unpleasant eagerness to draw general (and negative) conclusions from 
the lives of pioneers and innovators. 

One figure stands out in the story of young Eleanor who is described by 
her in only the happiest and most admiring terms. This was Mile. Souvestre, 
the principal of the English school where she spent three wonderfully happy 
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years. Mile. Souvestre was apparently the epitome of what a fine teacher 
should be, both intelligent and wise, dignified and motherly, disciplined in 
her thinking but independent. Though she did not flout convention, she 
remained honest and nonconforming in her attitudes. She must also have 
been a fine judge of character, for she took the shy awkward American girl 
under her wing, called her “ma chere petite” and set herself the task of 
developing in her pupil a sense of self-confidence and also of opening her 
mind to intellectual interests. She discovered Eleanor’s remarkable capacity 
to memorize, to listen to and remember conversation, and she gave her ample 
opportunity to use and develop this gift, of which she made such admirable 
use in later life. 

In her Eleanor found a thoughtful and intelligent woman of strong convic¬ 
tions, who was unafraid to represent what she believed. Under the tutelage of 
this devoted teacher, then, Eleanor absorbed principles which could give her 
commitment to her American heritage new impetus and later enlist her un¬ 
compromising involvement in the struggle for human dignity. Here was a 
woman to love, admire and deeply respect, and Eleanor writes of her that she 
“exerted the greatest influence, after my father, on this period of my life. 

“After my father,” What influence did her father have on the life of 
Eleanor Roosevelt? For the little girl who loved him so devotedly it would be 
almost impossible to exaggerate his role. He was her life, her raison d'etre. 
Her life was dominated by his presence even after his death, and his wish 
became her will. When she went off to school she took the letters of my 
father’s which I always carried with me” and these were read and reread. She 
habitually bit her fingernails, but one day “I came across one in which he 
spoke of always making the most of one’s personal appearance, and from that 
day forward my nails were allowed to grow.” 

When she was forty years old and the wife of the President of the United 
States, she wrote: 

On the other side of my family, of course, many people whom I have mentioned will 
be described far better and more fully by other people, except in the case of my 
father, whose short and happy life was so tragically ended. With him I have a curious 
feeling that as long as he remains to me the vivid, living person that he is, he will, after 
the manner of the people in the “Blue Bird,” be alive and continue to exert his 
influence which was always a very gentle, kindly one. 

Could one not say that the young Eleanor and the mature woman she 
became were the product of an act of will—the will to be the daughter that 
her father had lovingly preordained, the daughter that would make him 
proud? This deep love for her father and her conviction that she was beloved 
and that much was expected of her was surely the source of the inner strength 
which upheld her and made it possible for her to transcend her misfortunes. 

And she married Franklin Rosevelt. It is impossible to judge what mixture 
of conventionality and of affection marked the beginnings of this relation- 
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ship. One has the impression that in this instance two emotionally immature 
people found one another whose needs for intimacy may have remained 
atuned to the demands of a more remote destiny. Hindsight, at any rate, 
makes it seem probable that these two people sensed potentialities which in 
each could only be realized with the help that each could offer the other. 

In her autobiography Eleanor Roosevelt gives us little information and 
only few hints about her relationship with her husband. Perhaps this is just 
reticence, but one is tempted to conjecture that only by deliberately barring 
this scene-stealing actor from the stage could she highlight herself in the 
setting of her early married life. There are known facts, however, and her 
own words to consider. At eighteen years of age Eleanor was not a promising 
and popular debutante. To become at nineteen the fiancee of one of the 
socially most outstanding young bachelors of New York must have been in 
itself both a pleasant development and one which promoted her personal and 
social security. To be chosen, to be wanted in spite of Mrs. Roosevelt, Sr.’s 
obvious reluctance to give her approval, surely must have warmed her heart 
and supported her wavering self-confidence. And his name was Roosevelt, a 
loved name for the daughter of a Roosevelt who had grown up in a family of 
Halls. He was also her own father’s godson.* 

What does Eleanor’s story tell us of F. D. R.’s role in her development? 
Speaking of an annoying fault in her character, Eleanor describes how as a 
young wife she was given to moods and would retreat into wordless martyr- 
dom and limelight self-effacement: u my Griselda mood,” she called it. 
Franklin was the antidote for this. He could tease her out of her gloom, and 
she was grateful. She was also very inept as a housekeeper and knew little 
about wifely duties, and she writes appreciatively, “I marvel now at my 
husband s patience, for I realize how trying I must have been in many ways.” 
She mentions too that he talked history endlessly on their honeymoon, that 
he was informed about the government of his country (which she was not and 
vowed to become) and that he taught her how to keep track of money; “my 
husband educated me in the question of accounts.” And she learned things 
because it is a wife s duty to be interested in whatever interests her husband. 

You so obviously must want that which you ought to do,” she wrote. “So I 
took an interest in politics.” 

She also made a heroic effort to take part in the sports which he loved, golf, 
sailing, and swimming; but she was inept and he finally discouraged her 
efforts. He was a collector of books, stamps, and anything pertaining to the 
American Navy. Of these interests she says only that she wasted time trying 
to restrain him. 

In a remark evaluating her own development at the time of the First World 
W ar, she makes an astonishing statement—astonishing because the tribute to 

The Roosevelts had met Elliot on a world cruise and had become so devoted to him that they 
had asked him to be their son’s godfather. 
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her husband is so casual. She describes an argument with her grandmother 
about her brother Hall’s enlistment and adds: “This was my first outspoken 
declaration against the accepted standards of the surroundings in which I had 
spent my childhood, and marked the fact that either my husband, or an 
increasing ability to think for myself, was changing my point of view.” 
Perhaps F. D. R.’s outstanding contribution to Eleanor’s development was to 
foster that “increasing ability to think for myself.” 

From these sources, then, and undoubtedly from other interesting and 
exemplary figures of her wider family and her time, such as Uncle Ted and 
Auntie Bye, Eleanor gradually built up that personality which was to become 
the legendary figure—the “Great Lady” of our country and the world. This 
slow unfolding withstood a number of crises. The self-confidence that had 
been nourished at school abroad apparently suffered a considerable set-back 
when she became a debutante. A constant round of gaieties and parties was 
inconsistent with any of the goals for which her education had prepared her, 
and surely her image of herself was not that of a social butterfly. Her early 
engagement to F. D. R. seems to have been a relationship that she almost 
drifted into; and her first years of married life, with the problems of getting 
along with mother-in-law and the perplexities of bearing and caring for chil¬ 
dren, seem almost to have inundated her with demands. Obviously these 
were years of tremendous importance in her development—obviously she 
grew in stature and gained poise through her experience. 

But a moment came in her life which again brought near tragedy—her 
husband’s serious illness. Once before, as a little girl, she had been the 
helpless observer of the tragic destruction of a beloved person. This time she 
was not helpless. This time she responded with a will of iron, the patience 
and endurance, the love necessary to rehabilitate the man, now stricken, 
whom she had married. An extraordinary consolidation of her capacities 
seems to have taken place so that she could even take a firm stand against the 
pronouncements of the overprotective mother-in-law who had always domi¬ 
nated her. She became F. D. R.’s champion against invalidism and resigna¬ 
tion, thereby actively redeeming her own father’s tragedy. She became 
Eleanor Roosevelt. 

For almost twelve years Eleanor Roosevelt was the First Lady of the land, 
the wife of the President of the United States. In truly growing into the role 
of her great husband’s wife, she found her stature as a citizen and a leader. 
History had called her husband to a high office, and although she had under¬ 
taken her role as mistress of the White House with misgiving and reluctance, 
she nevertheless became the most outstanding wife of a president that this 
country has produced. The historical setting both challenged and supported 
the development of her unusual potentialities, and her position gave her 
scope to fulfill them in a grand manner. 

This is our image of Mrs. Roosevelt during her years in the White House. 
But how does she herself describe this period of her life? “I think I lived those 
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years very impersonally. It was almost as though I had erected someone a 
little outside of myself who was the president’s wife. I was lost somewhere 
deep down inside myself.” Briefly but poignantly reviewing her life when 
she was sixty-four years of age, she summarized: “In my early married years 
the pattern of my life had been largely my mother-in-law’s pattern. Later it 
was the children and Franklin who made the pattern. When the last child 
went to boarding school I began to want to do things on my own, to use my 
own mind and abilities for my own aims. When I went to Washington I felt 
sure that I w r ould be able to use opportunities which came to me to help 
Franklin gain the objectives he cared about—but the work would be his work 
and the pattern his pattern-I was one of those who served his purposes.” 

The final volume of her autobiography is entitled “On My Own.” What 
were her “own aims”? Though warmly supporting many causes, essentially 
she was dedicated to two utopian ideals—Equality: equality of women in 
their responsible involvement in public affairs; human equality between in¬ 
dividuals in a classless society; equality of rights and opportunities for all 
races, classes and creeds—for all mankind—these to be won in the service of 
human dignity; and Peace: a precept learned in her youth remained her 
conviction—that war is no solution to problems between nations or between 
people. Her appointment to the United Nations after F. D. R.’s death pro¬ 
vided an ideal setting for activities directed toward these aims. She believed 
deeply in world government and she was eminently fitted to become the 
chairman of the Committee on Human Rights. 

Transcendence of the human condition through activity on a large scale, 
then, could characterize Eleanor Roosevelt’s career. In the final paragraph of 
her book, written when she was seventy-four years old, however, we can still 
hear the voice of a younger Eleanor, an echo from the past: 

It seems to me that we must have the courage to face ourselves in this crisis. We 
must regain a vision of ourselves as leaders of the world. We must join in an effort to 
use all knowledge for the good of all human beings. 

When we do that, we shall have nothing to fear. 
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TOmRD A PSYCHOHISTORICAL INQUIRY 
The"Real”Richard Nixon 

Bruce Mazlish 


With the possible exception of Woodrow Wilson, no American political leader 
lends himself more auspiciously to psychological inquiry than Richard Nixon. His 
quirks, frets, spites, retirements and resurrections contain all the sharp outlines of an 
inviting classic study. Regardless what one thinks of his achievements when he finally 
did win the presidency in 1968 or of the justice of his near-impeachment in 1974, 
questions about his career invariably become psychological: Why the vitriol of his 
early campaigns, or the frenzy of his search for Communists in government in the 
1950s? Why the awkwardness of his relationship with Eisenhower, particularly in the 
I960 presidential campaign? Why his celebrated trouble with reporters or his self- 
conscious association with Lincoln while defending himself against corruption 
charges? Why, finally, did Nixon—virtually a certain victor—overdo his reelection 
effort in 1972 to the point where his underlings believed that anything was justified to 
win? Might it be, in short, that Nixon’s personality made Watergate predictable? 

The next essay, written during Nixon’s first year in the White House and pub¬ 
lished in 1970, offers a unique example of psychohistory as attempted foresight. 
Bruce Mazlish’s article makes no pretense of being fully biographical; indeed as if 
Nixon deliberately hides his “real” self, Mazlish points out in the longer version of 
this article, the source materials for such a study are remarkably scarce. Instead of 
paying strict attention to chronology and developing an integrated picture of con¬ 
scious and unconscious, Mazlish draws out what he sees as a few critical themes in 
Nixon’s personality. He tries to trace the course of these lines of development and to 
show how they influenced Nixon in both private and public life. 

Though Mazlish works within the psychoanalytic framework, the interpretation he 
relies on to show the relevance of Nixon’s personality is the “projection screen” 
approach associated with Harold D. Las swell, a political scientist whose studies of 
political leaders—most notably Hitler—began in the 1930s. Lass well put into 

Reprinted, in abbreviated form, from The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 1 (1970):49-105, 
by permission of The Journal of Interdisciplinary History and the M.I.T. Press, Cambridge, Massa¬ 
chusetts. Copyright © 1970 by Bruce Mazlish. 


325 



326 


BRUCE MAZIJSH 


scholarly form the perhaps commonplace observation that politicians use the public 
stage to act or play out their personal anxieties. This relationship between a politi- 
cian and the limelight of public life recalls Erikson’s talk of the intersection of life 
history and history—wherein private issues carry wide appeal because they speak to 
historical circumstances. The essay on Theodore Roosevelt in this volume illustrates 
the slight difference in emphasis between Lasswell and Erikson. Roosevelt reflected 
the concerns or answered the calls of his admirers, while in Lasswell’s scheme 
politicians are driven to public life for the resolutions of neuroses that then give shape 
to political history. In 1956, using Lasswell as a departure, Alexander and Juliette 
George wrote an excellent political-psychological portrait of Wilson and his intimate 
advisor. Colonel Edward House. xMazlish, like Lasswell and the Georges, argues here 
that Nixon s disorders urged him onstage, where, exaggerated for effect (and often to 
his political advantage), they promised in 1970 eventually to bring him down. 

If one were to weave a whole cloth of the threads Mazlish pulls in this article, the 
result would be illuminating not only of Nixon but of several themes in twentieth- 
century American life. One is the longstanding suspicion or self-reproaching envy 
of westerners looking back to the Eastern Establishment—that citadel of old 
manners and true distinctions. Nixon’s struggle to win acceptance there illustrates 
the rural-urban conflict that the Youngdale and Dalton essays hint at and that if 
anything grew sharper as transportation and telephone ties drew regions together in 
the years of Nixon s boyhood. His experience also suggests the impact of the Depres- 
sion on the men and women who reached adulthood in that period of severe trial and 
economic deprivation, which historians have yet to study as a problem in generational 
trauma. Finally, this outline of Nixon’s biography raises questions about loyalty in 
postwar America: How r have Americans defined loyalty, what does it mean 
psychologically to have many (or few) loyalties, and how does a sense of what is worth 
being loyal to change as one grows older or as the society in which an individual feels 
he belongs grows either “smaller” or “larger” in his perception? 


WHEN RICHARD NIXON became the thirty-seventh President of the 
United States, friends and foes alike conceded that they did not know who 
the real Nixon was, and how he might be expected to behave. Typical 
of innumerable comments was Tom Wicker’s: “In fact, the career and per¬ 
sonality of Richard Nixon defy confident analysis, and what he will do in 
the White House is by no means easy to divine.” 

Wicker,^ of course, was right. Yet, the power of the American president is 
such that “analysis” of his “personality” seems requisite and justified. In so 
far as his personality may affect his decisions and actions, it is incumbent 
upon us to seek the best possible understanding of his character. Most com¬ 
mentators, however, have flitted like moths around this subject; thus, as 
Richard H. Rovere correctly points out, “Nixon’s leanings, we know, are 
mostly conservative. But a politician is not a tree that must incline as the twig 
was bent a long while back. Having said this, Rovere then unconsciously 
undercuts his own observation by remarking that “To my mind, the greatest 
and most distressing revelation of this period has been the President’s politi- 
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cal ineptitude... some kind of perversity [my italics] or some failure of calcula¬ 
tion seems to make everything go wrong.” 1 

Without taking “perversity” too seriously and abandoning Rovere’s am¬ 
bivalence, we can ask: what is the inter-play between Nixon’s fundamental 
character traits—the way in which the twig was bent for the young boy —and 
the demands of his situation as a politician ? To answer the first part of this 
question, our main preoccupation here, we can usefully turn to the body of 
theory and fact that concentrates most deeply on this problem: 
psychoanalysis. In its classic form, however, psychoanalysis is oriented to 
clinical data, about a patient in therapy. It is necessary, therefore, to bypass 
orthodox psychoanalysis and to approach a political subject who is not a 
patient in therapy in terms of the new discipline, variously described as 
“psychohistory,” or “psychological history.” Such an approach emphasizes 
strengths and abilities, creative and adaptive powers, as much as if not more 
than the usual difficulties pictured in psychotherapy. 2 

A true psychobiography would approach Nixon chronologically, seeking 
to study his personal development in the context of the changing times. 
Another approach deals with themes or patterns discernible throughout Nix¬ 
on’s life; and it is this approach that I shall take, attending to Nixon’s 
chronological personal development when possible. 

Both theme and chronology indicate that Nixon’s family upbringing 
should be our first topic. According to Mazo and Hess, “his family intimates 
see Richard Nixon as a composite of his father, mother and grandmother.” 3 
We need, however, to see how this “composite” is formed and interrelated. 
Nixon’s own account of his grandmother is that she “set the standards for the 
whole family. Honesty, hard work, do your best at all times—humanitarian 
ideals. She was always taking care of every tramp that came along the road, 
just like my own mother, too. She had strong feelings about pacifism and 
very strong feelings on civil liberties. She probably affected me in that re¬ 
spect” (M-H, 16). 

Nixon’s mother, Hannah Milhous, was much like his grandmother, a 
pious Quaker and a strong, hard worker. Clearly, it is from her (and his 
grandmother) that Nixon seems to have acquired the traits of the “Protestant 
Ethic” that predominate so forcefully in his make-up. As Nixon’s brother 
Donald recalls, “Dick always planned things out. He didn’t do things ac¬ 
cidentally ... he had more of Mother’s traits than the rest of us” (M-H, 18). 

Richard Nixon was the second son, bom January 9, 1913, to Hannah 
Milhous Nixon. His brother, Harold, was bom four years before him, and 
after Richard, came Donald in 1914. Arthur in 1918, and Edward in 1930. 
What effect did these siblings have on Richard, and on his relations to his 
mother? The Mazo-Hess account gives us only the following data, without 
interpretation. The oldest boy, Harold, contracted tuberculosis. Mrs. Nixon 
took him to Arizona in hopes of a cure, and stayed there for two years. The 
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rest of the family stayed in California, with the boys and their father taking 
turns at preparing the meals. “It was a period of extreme hardship for the 
whole family.” Meanwhile, we are told, “Arthur, the fourth son, became 
seriously ill, and a week or so later died of tubercular meningitis. He was 
seven.” Worse was to come, for Harold, returned from Arizona, was not 
cured. One morning, after Richard had driven his brother to town and back 
home, and then headed off for school, a message came to him, “Come home. 
Your brother has died” (M-H, 16-17). 

How old was Richard when his mother “deserted” him? If Arthur was 
seven or so at the time, it would make Richard about twelve or thirteen. 
What effect did these “traumatic” events have on him? We can only specu¬ 
late. First there is the strong possibility that he unconsciously perceived his 
beloved mother’s leaving him for two years as a “betrayal.” Consciously, he 
obviously understood the necessity. 4 If I am right about the unconscious 
feeling of “betrayal,” this might affect his later attitudes on the subject of 
“traitors” in high places, preparing him emotionally for such a belief. What¬ 
ever the effect, we can be sure of one thing: his mother’s absence for two 
years must have had a crucial impact on the young Richard. (I suspect it 
turned him back to his father, but more of this later.) We can also postulate 
that the birth of his brother Donald, only a little over a year after Richard’s 
birth, must have been perceived as “taking” his mother away from him, thus 
laying the first seeds of his feelings of the precariousness of life and love. Of 
course, this perception must have been balanced by the loving concern for all 
her children that the hard-working, admirable Mrs. Nixon seems to have 
exhibited. 

What of the death of Harold and of Arthur? We can speculate on at least 
two effects. The first is the arousal of strong unconscious guilt feelings. It 
would be only natural that Richard, the second son, would have rivalrous 
feelings toward the earlier sibling, and an unconscious desire to “replace” him 
(especially in the affection of the mother); all this, of course, would be ac¬ 
companied by feelings of love toward his brother. The death of his brother 
would awaken all the feelings of “survivor guilt” so well described by 
analysts, such as Robert Lifton. 5 It is not at all clear, however, how Richard 
Nixon coped with his ambivalent feelings. It is a subject that will arise again, 
when we examine Nixon’s relationship with President Eisenhower. 

The second effect would be to arouse in him the threat and fear of death. 
We are told by Mazo-Hess that Nixon narrowly escaped death, at age three, 
in an accident that has left him with a still-existent “ugly scar” (hidden, 
physically, “by hair always parted on the right”). They continue, “Nixon has 
always been susceptible to illnesses of one kind or another since that child¬ 
hood experience. When he was four he nearly died of pneumonia” (M-H, 13). 
More than most children, then, we can assume a death anxiety in Nixon, 
accentuated by the actual death of his brother Harold, and compounded by 
the death of his brother Arthur. It may be, therefore, that Nixon’s need for 
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“crises,” as we shall see later, is partly motivated by the need to confront his 
death fears, repeatedly and constantly. 

The paucity of our information leaves us only with these speculations: a 
possible sense of betrayal by the beloved mother; guilt over death wishes; and 
anxiety over death fears. Out of these feelings, Richard Nixon could draw 
either strengths or weaknesses, or both. 

What of his father? Here the picture seems even more complicated. Francis 
(Frank) Nixon seems to have been a good man in a family dominated by 
strong women. In spite of his efforts, however, he seems also to have been a 
“failure,” who drifted from enterprise to enterprise: the American who did 
not “make it rich.” Frank Nixon, we are told, first emigrated to Whittier, 
California, for reasons of health, having suffered severe frostbite while run¬ 
ning an open trolley in Columbus, Ohio. When he met Hannah Milhous in 
1908 in southern California, he was still the motorman of a trolley. Since 
grandmother Milhous, we are told, had “a big house on the boulevard,” we 
can assume that Frank Nixon had married above his station. In any case, he 
tried to improve himself. Speculating that Whittier would grow rapidly, he 
opened a gasoline station (in 1922 moving, in fact, from nearby Yorba Linda, 
where Richard was actually bom, to Whittier proper; in Yorba Linda, Frank 
Nixon had planted a lemon grove that failed). He also converted an aban¬ 
doned meeting house nearby into a general store (where Richard worked at 
the counter and pumped gas as well). In none of these enterprises did he seem 
to have great success. As one commentator puts it, the elder Nixon was a 
rolling stone and man of many jobs.” 

My theory is that Richard Nixon, who was so like his mother in her traits of 
hard work and persistence, eventually turned those traits to use in terms of an 
identification with the father. In this identification, he also sought to redeem 
his father, by being successful. I suspect the full identification took place 
shortly after what I have called the mother’s “betrayal,” around age twelve or 
thirteen, when young Richard would have been moving into the swift cur¬ 
rents of feelings that we call the reawakened Oedipus complex. All in all, he 
seems to have navigated these currents with relative success, being able to 
“let go” of his mother and to take on the role of his father. There was, of 
course, a price to be paid, psychically, if not outwardly. For one thing, he 
must always have been haunted by the sense that he, too, might fail. 

What is the evidence in back of such speculation? Mazo and Hess tell us 
how Richard’s father served as inspiration for his decision to become a lawyer 
and to go into politics. Incensed by the Teapot Dome Scandal, Frank Nixon 
“became increasingly livid over each new disclosure in the sensational theft of 
government oil reserves through the connivance of principles [ric] in Presi¬ 
dent Harding’s administration. His diatribes against ‘crooked politicians’ and 
‘crooked lawyers’ dominated the family conversation for weeks and provoked 
12-year-old Richard to abandon the romance of railroading for a more 
idealized road to greatness. His mother was the first to be told of the deci- 
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sion. She recalls that the boy declared ‘I will be an old-fashioned kind of 
lawyer, a lawyer who can’t be bought.’ Donald, the third Nixon boy and 
Richard’s junior by two years, believes his brother ‘made up his mind to 
political life then and there, whether he realized it or not’ ” (M-H, 11). From 
our vantage point, we can also see that the father’s diatribes against “crooked 
politicians” correspond closely to the mature Richard Nixon’s attacks on 
“corruption.” 

More revealing than the Mazo-Hess account are Richard Nixon’s own 
statements in Six Crises. Noting that “the last thing my mother, a devout 
Quaker, wanted me to do was go into the warfare of politics” [my italics], 6 
Nixon explains that there were “two major reasons for my competitive 
drive.... One was economic (the necessity to win a scholarship in order to 
go to college), the other personal: 

The personal factor was contributed by my father. Because of illness in his family he 
had had to leave school after only six years of formal education. Never a day went by 
when he did not tell me and my four brothers how fortunate we were to be able to go 
to school. I was determined not to let him down. My biggest thrill in those years was 
to see the light in his eyes when I brought home a good report card. He loved the 
excitement and the battles of political life. During the two years he was bedridden 
before his death (which came just at the start of the 1956 campaign) his one request of 
me was that I send him the Congressional Record. He used to read it daily, cover-to- 
cover, something I never had the patience to do. I have often thought that with his 
fierce competitive drive and his intense interest in political issues, he might have been 
more successful than I in political life had he had the opportunity to continue his 
education [N, 318] 

In many ways, this is perhaps the most revealing of the rare revelations of 
Richard Nixon in Six Crises. We have honest affect. Let us analyze it. “I was 
determined not to let him down.” Here we have Nixon redeeming his unsuc¬ 
cessful father. There are also strong guilt feelings in this account. The father 
awakens guilt in his sons by telling them how fortunate they are to have what 
he did not have: education. Yet, Richard can overcome this guilt (and the 
resentment he must have felt at the accusation), as well as the natural guilt at 
doing better than his father, by offering excuses for the latter’s failure. Frank 
Nixon had had to leave school because of family illness, and this had kept him 
from being successful. Moreover, Nixon concludes that if his father had had 
the same educational opportunities as he, Richard, his fierce competitive 
drive and interest in political issues would have made him even more 
successful than the future president of the United States. Hence, Nixon was 
not really displacing and exceeding his father—the dangerous fantasied Oed- 
ipal victory—but, by identification with him, merely doing in his person 
what his father would have accomplished, given the opportunities. As a 
resu t, Nixon could, with a good heart, follow his father, forsaking his 
mother m this crucial matter, into the “warfare of politics.” 
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Hannah Milhous, as we have noted, was a dedicated Quaker, strongly 
pacifist. Her psychological dominance over her husband manifested itself 
here, too, it would seem, when he gave up his forebears’ “Bible-pounding” 
Methodism and, once married, embraced her faith. The children then were 
all raised as Quakers, and this fact had great influence in Richard Nixon’s 
life. His attitudes toward political “warfare” and feelings about aggressive 
impulses were obviously influenced by his religious background (and this 
will require special study in itself later). So were many of his friendships and 
personal relations. 

Initially, Nixon was most influenced by his mother’s version of 
Quakerism, presumably akin in its idealism and pacificism to that found 
among Philadelphia Quakers. Gradually, it appears, he swung over to his 
father’s watered-down version, which corresponded much more to the “in¬ 
formality and emotionalism” of the frontier Quakerism generally to be found 
in California. 7 In this form, it was hardly distinguishable from a sort of 
fundamentalism. Interestingly enough, Nixon definitely cast his lot with his 
father’s reversion to “Bible-pounding,” in a conversion episode at which his 
mother was not present. As Nixon tells it, “I remember vividly the day just 
after I entered high school, when my father took me and my two brothers to 
Los Angeles to attend the great revival meetings being held there by the 
Chicago evangelist, Dr. Paul Rader. We joined hundreds of others that night 
in making our personal commitments to Christ and Christian service.” 8 

It is also interesting to note that Nixon revealed this episode (unmentioned 
by Mazo and Hess) in the November 1962 issue of Billy Graham’s monthly 
magazine Decision, thus showing that his fundamentalist “commitment” still 
held. Such a commitment would drastically color not only Nixon’s emotional 
life, but his cognitive beliefs. That Billy Graham was Nixon’s first preacher 
in the White House, that he preached at the funeral of Nixon’s mother, 
Hannah, in 1967 (had she changed her views? would she have approved?), 
that Nixon was one of his original sponsors in 1965 for his New York rally, 
and that Nixon has appeared at a number of Graham rallies, including the 
grande finale of his last New York “crusade” are all facts which support the 
contention. 

Yet Nixon, in general, has not worn his religion on his sleeve. Although 
we are told that as a boy “he and his family attended one form of service or 
another four times on Sunday and several times during the week” (M-H, 17), 
the mature Nixon, at least before becoming president, did not attend church 
regularly. Religion, if we judge by his account in Six Crises, seems not to have 
played a role, except as a general ethical inspiration, during his crucial en¬ 
counters. In short, outwardly, Richard Nixon is not a deeply religious man. 

What is the inward significance of his religious training and convictions? 
We have almost no data here. I would suggest, however, that what little we 
have can allow us to postulate that a significant attitude toward authority 
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(along with the ambivalence about aggressive impulses mentioned earlier) 
emerged from Nixon’s religious background. Let us deal with this attitude 
toward authority now. 

Our clue comes from his relationship with and approval of Billy Graham. 
Graham’s views on “authority” are apparent in such quotations as: “Man 
rebelled against God, and so he was separated from God by sin” and “The 
human race was made for the control of God, and young people are made for 
the control of their parents”; and in his statement, made to an organization of 
Protestant policemen in New York, paraphrasing a section from Romans 13 
on the obligation to submit to authority (and substituting the word “police¬ 
man” for “authorities”): “the Bible teaches that the policeman is an agent and 
servant of God, and the authority that he has is given to him not only by the 
city and the state but is given to him by Almighty God.” 9 

I am not suggesting that Nixon and Graham are totally alike, although 
there are a number of unusual similarities in their background. Both came 
from deeply religious families, with the mother being most devout; both had 
fathers (Graham’s, incidentally, though named William Franklin Graham, 
Sr., was also known as “Frank”) who had less education and “breeding” than 
their wives and sons; both had “conversion” episodes in their high school 
years, etc. The key difference seems to be that Billy Graham strenuously 
rebelled in his early years and then, in adolescence, gave in completely to “God 
the Father.” Nixon neither rebelled nor, as a result, bowed so totally before 
authority. It seems, in fact, that he never questioned it. (Or has all the data 
on his rebellion simply been passed over in silence?) 

There is one curious line in the Mazo-Hess account that further relates to 
this problem of attitude toward authority. “Richard,” they tell us, “took his 
spankings without a whimper” (M-H, 10). I would certainly have passed by 
this line without a second thought—after all, parents were less inhibited 
about physical punishment in Nixon’s generation—except for my attention 
being drawn to the role of whippings in Graham’s life. Autobiographical 
information about Graham is filled with stories of the harsh whippings given 
him by his father. “If I broke a rule,” Graham reports, “believe me, Father 
never hesitated. Off came his belt. Mother preferred a long hickory switch. I 
had literally hundreds of whippings until I was thirteen or fourteen.” 10 Billy 
Graham’s powerful spirit, and physique, ultimately buckled to the “right¬ 
ness” of punishing authority. What of Nixon? Was he, at any time, a rebelli¬ 
ous child who needed repeated spankings? Who exercised this “authority,” 
his father or mother? Until what age? The impression we are given is that 
Nixon’s “tussle” with authority was never, at any point, traumatic. He sim¬ 
ply accepted the structure of things as they were. But we cannot be sure. 11 

Nevertheless, I am suggesting that Nixon’s Quaker-fundamentalist reli¬ 
gious background is undoubtedly important in explaining his attitude toward 
authority, though it must be placed in the context of his family’s general 
mode of upbringing. While the picture is shadowy, we seem to see the 
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outlines of a fairly placid development, with an easy and unrebellious iden¬ 
tification with the father, and thus authority. 12 

Nixon’s Quakerism also figures, dramatically, in the Hiss case, which first 
brought him to prominence. He became convinced that Chambers was tell¬ 
ing the truth about Hiss when Nixon “happened to mention the fact” that he 
was a Quaker. Chambers acknowledged that he was as well, and said that 
Mrs. Hiss had also been a Friend when he had known the Hisses. Priscilla 
Hiss had even used the “plain speaking” (using “thee” and “thou”) in talking 
to Alger at home, Chambers remembered. Nixon recalled how his mother, at 
home with the family, had herself spoken in the Quaker mode. “I recog¬ 
nized,” Nixon wrote in Six Crises , “that someone else who knew Priscilla Hiss 
could have informed Chambers of this habit of hers. But the way he told me 
about it, rather than what he said, gave me an intuitive feeling that he was 
speaking from first-hand rather than second-hand knowledge. [N, 24] 

I cannot help suspecting that part of the intensity of Nixon’s involvement 
in the case was his identification with Chambers. Thus Nixon describes him 
as “a thoughtful introspective man, careful with his words, speaking with what 
sounded like the ring of truth” (N, 3-4); and “like most men of quality, he 
made a deeper impression personally than he did in public” (N, 32). This 
sounds much like Nixon’s vision of himself. In any event, in defending 
Chambers’ “truthfulness,” Nixon was attesting to his own belief in his 
Quaker past—and thus his own “truthfulness.” 

The setting in which family and religion exercised their influence on 
Nixon was rural and Californian. The attraction of the big city and the East 
became the counter pull to his life, and throughout, I believe, he manifested 
great ambivalence toward it. In this respect he mirrored the attitude of many 
of his fellow Americans. 

The farming village in which Nixon was bom, Yorba Linda, was about 
thirty miles inland from Los Angeles. Whittier, where he moved at about 
nine, was thirteen miles from Los Angeles. By 1937, when Nixon returned to 
Whittier to practice law, it had become a suburb of Los Angeles, with a 
population of about 25,000. As Mazo and Hess tell it, at that time “Nixon 
confided to a few intimates that he aimed sooner or later to get into a big city 
law practice” (M-H, 31). 

Nixon’s goal was not simply a “big city law practice”; it was, really, an 
Eastern city law practice. Thus, after graduation from Duke Law School, 
Nixon and two fellow seniors went job-hunting in New York. “They applied 
at practically all the well-known law offices,” we are told. Nixon’s “highest 
hope was to find a place with Sullivan and Cromwell, of which John Foster 
Dulles was a senior partner. Nixon recalls that he. was attracted more by the 
'thick, luxurious carpets and the fine oak paneling’ of the Sullivan and 
Cromwell reception room than by the possibility of being a low-echelon 
associate of Dulles, however. 'If they had given me a job,’ he said in 1958, 
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Tm sure I would have been there today, a corporation lawyer instead of 
Vice-President’ ” (M-H, 22). 

Nixon’s two friends landed New York jobs, one with a distinguished law 
firm and the other with a large oil corporation, “Nixon got only an iffy’ 
response from the Donovan firm” (M-H, 22). Then, after waiting for an FBI 
job that did not materialize, Nixon returned to Whittier to practice law. 
Nixon, clearly, had not made it on his first try. Psychologically, he must 
have perceived himself, as like his father, a failure. There was, therefore, 
much to atone for when he finally succeeded in his initial ambition, to be a 
big corporation lawyer, and took his place in 1963 as a senior partner in the 
Wall Street firm of Mudge, Stem. Ironically, it was only through his second 
choice, politics, that Nixon realized his boyhood dream. 

Rural vs. urban, this has been a perennial tension in American political 
life. As for Nixon (like his wife Pat), he was a “farm boy” who made good in 
the city. Yet, the values which he started with, and are strongest in him, are 
rural values (especially Protestant), and it is these that he brings into confron¬ 
tation with his urban desires. We see this ambivalence (it reminds one, in 
many ways, of Henry Ford’s) still present in Nixon’s presidential acceptance 
speech of 1968, when he says, “I see a day when life in rural America attracts 
people to the country, rather than driving them away (N, xiv). 

So, too, Nixon is a “Westerner,” who finally made good in the East. (How 
good he was and how careful to hew to the pattern, we see in Nixon’s sending 
his daughters to Finch and to Smith College, and presenting them to society 
in a Debutante Ball, as well as in his own joining of prestigious New York 
men’s clubs, such as the Metropolitan and the Links.) 

Yet, ambivalence about the Eastern Establishment undoubtedly runs deep 
in Nixon (as it did, incidentally, in Eisenhower). Some of this feeling must 
have been present in the encounter with Alger Hiss, who was everything 
Nixon was not: in Nixon’s own words, Hiss “had come from a fine family, 
had made an outstanding record at Johns Hopkins and Harvard Law, had 
been honored by being selected for the staff of a great justice of the Supreme 
Court” (N, 19), and so forth. Hiss, the embodiment of Eastern values, 
treated Nixon, the thirty-five-year-old freshman congressman, like dirt. Nix- 
on’s chapter on the Hiss Case is filled with statements about Hiss, such as: 

His manner was coldly courteous and, at time, almost condescending” (N, 
7); He was rather insolent toward me” (M-H, 48); and “his manner and tone 
were insulting in the extreme” (M-H, 52). Obviously, Nixon had straight¬ 
forward legal and political reasons for attacking Hiss as he did; I am only 
suggesting here that the passion and tenaciousness came from deeper sources. 

There is a strange irony in the fact that, in the end, Nixon was rejected by 
his own state of California, in his traumatic defeat for governor in 1962 (and 
largely on the grounds that he had deserted California and its interests for 
larger, more Eastern-oriented spheres). Only after finally succeeding in the 
East was he able to mount his winning campaign of 1968 for president. 
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To understand Nixon fully, one would need carefully to analyze the turbu¬ 
lent currents of Californian life, values, and politics. Its mixed Republican- 
Democratic politics, its evangelical setting in Los Angeles, its extremes of 
right-wing Birchites and left-wing Bohemians, all of this and more have 
shaped Richard Nixon’s perceptions and feelings. 13 Thus, in many ways, 
Nixon is a “typical” southern Californian, only with a heightened ambiva¬ 
lence toward the Eastern Establishment. 

One wonders, therefore, at the significance of Nixon’s acquisition, after 
his election, of a luxurious house in San Clemente, California. In this heavily 
Birchite county, in the exclusive Cyprus Shore community, Nixon bought 
himself a ten-room house and five acres for $340,000. Has he, figuratively 
speaking, finally returned “home,” successful? It is interesting to note that 
his new house is only four miles away from his favorite restaurant at San Juan 
Capistrano where, we are told, “he dines at least once each time he comes 
here. It is a setting that evokes memories for the president and First Lady 
who dined there during their dating days thirty years ago.” It is interesting, 
too, that there is a railroad track along the beach, below the house, “on which 
six trains pass daily between Los Angeles to San Diego to the South.” 14 Does 
it remind the president of his boyhood dreams, associated with the Santa Fe 
Railroad line that ran past his house in Yorba Linda? As Mazo and Hess 
describe it, “Long freight trains rumbled past at all hours. The Nixon home¬ 
stead shook and the throbbing stirred in Richard visions of faraway places” 
(M-H, 10). 

Having gone far, Nixon could now afford to return home. Yet his compar¬ 
able house in Key Biscayne, Florida, must check our thesis here, and remind 
us that Nixon still retains his ambivalence about the East. Part of his political 
strength and appeal, one suspects, is that he is a composite of the American 
dream, or at least the middle-class dream, about East and West. In Nixon the 
two have met, even if they have not necessarily fused psychologically. 

Let us return now to the young Nixon. What strengths and weaknesses, of 
body and spirit, did he bring to his “socialization” process? The picture we 
are given is of a boy prone to illness and physically rather clumsy. We have 
already quoted Mazo and Hess to the effect that “Nixon has been susceptible 
to illnesses of one kind or another” since infancy and nearly died of pneu¬ 
monia when he was four. In addition, “During his senior year at high school 
he had a severe attack of undulant fever.... He was absent much of that 
school year” (M-H, 10). He tended to “motion” sickness; he had hay fever; 
and he was constantly afraid of getting fat. 

Once in college, Nixon worked hard to make the football team— 
unsuccessfully. “A classmate,” Mazo and Hess tell us, “recalled that Dick 
had two left feet. He couldn’t coordinate.” At meal time he was too tensed 
up” to eat (M-H, 18-19). His wife, Pat Nixon, reminiscing about their 
courtship, remarked that “We liked to do active things like sports of different 
kinds. We were taking up ice skating, the artificial ice rinks had just opened 
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up and it was the gay thing to do. But it was awful for Dick. He almost broke 
his head two or three times, but he still kept going” (M-H, 30). 

In fact, Nixon seems to have made up in persistence and drive what he 
lacked in native ability. We have here almost a classic case (in Adlerian 
theory) of “compensation for inferiority”—especially as that insight has been 
taken up by the political scientist Harold D. Lasswell. 15 Quiet, shy, Nixon 
became a source of inspiration to others. He seems to have been well liked by 
everybody. He became an “organizer” and a “doer”: he helped form a new 
fraternity at Whittier College, was elected president of his freshman class, as 
a junior became chairman of a traditional undergraduate escapade, and so on 
in the typical pattern of “campus leaders.” As Pat Nixon recalled, “He was 
always president of some group... so I knew that he would be successful in 
whatever he undertook” (M-H, 30). 

Nixon’s real ability was verbal. He was a debater at Whittier, and this 
became his primary skill as a politician. Not very good at physical “warfare,” 
he could release his aggressive feelings successfully in oratory. His other 
strength was the use of caution and planning. Lacking spontaneous coordina¬ 
tion and the ability to react properly without thought, Nixon turned his 
weaknesses into strengths. As numerous observers have testified, Nixon “al¬ 
ways played it cautious” (M-H, 33). This trait was combined with the deci¬ 
sion to succeed where his father had drifted and failed, and we see the result 
in the comment of a wartime friend that Nixon “was one guy who knew 
where he was going. Most of us had big, grandiose schemes. Dick’s plans 
were concise, concrete and specific” (M-H, 33). 

Thus, the mature Nixon compensated for the physical awkwardness and 
the propensity to sickness of the young Nixon by careful planning and re¬ 
liance on verbal and organizing skills. In times of crisis, as he admits on 
numerous occasions, he experienced all the physical symptoms of tension: 
edginess, short-temper, inability to eat and to sleep (N, 115). Are these 
symptoms especially prominent in Nixon, building on his earlier stresses and 
strains? Or are they normal to anyone in time of crisis? In any case, as Nixon 
tells us in Six Crises, he learned, painstakingly, to cope with his tensions and, 
as he sees it, to use them as a source of strength. The pattern throughout is 
constant: weakness and failure turned into strength and success by dint of 
sheer persistence and hard work. 

On the way to becoming a successful lawyer-politician, Nixon claims to 
have started as a “liberal” and ended as a “conservative.” According to Mazo 
and Hess, “Nixon classified himself as ‘liberal’ in college, ‘but not a flaming 
liberal.’ Like many law students of that period, his public heroes were Justice 
Brandeis, Cardozo and Hughes ...” (M-H, 22). Once in Washington, D.C., 
however, working for the Office of Price Administration, Nixon apparently 
experienced a “conversion” (though Nixon’s immediate superior recalls he 
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was “very quiet, self-effacing, conservative” [M-H, 32], from the beginning). 
Nixon’s own account is as follows: 

“I came out of college more liberal than I am today, more liberal in the sense that I 
thought it was possible for government to do more than I later found it was practical 
to do.... I became more conservative first, after my experience with OP A.... I also 
became greatly disillusioned about bureaucracy and about what the government could 
do because I saw the terrible paper work that people had to go through. I also saw the 
mediocrity of so many civil servants. And for the first time when I was in OPA I also 
saw that there were people in government who were not satisfied merely with inter¬ 
preting the regulations, enforcing the law that Congress passed, but who actually had 
a passion to get business and used their government jobs to that end. There were of 
course some of the remnants of the old, violent New Deal crowd. They set me to 
thinking a lot at that point.” In the OPA, Nixon said, he learned first-hand how 
“political appointees at the top feathered their nests with all kinds of overlapping and 
empire building.” [M-H, 32] 

How can we explain what happened? On the most obvious level, Nixon 
had come to identify the “corrupt politicians” of his father’s wrath with the 
“old, violent New Deal crowd.” Is there anything more to this episode? 
Further research will probably help answer this question. At the moment, 
however, I can only suggest a psychological line of inquiry to use in weighing 
future information. It emerges from a consideration by a psychologist, Lawr¬ 
ence F. Schiff, of a number of case studies of what he calls “Dynamic Young 
Fogies—Rebels on the Right.” Schiff studies the conversion to conservatism 
as it occurs at adolescence, and sets up two categories: (1) where the conver¬ 
sion occurs immediately following puberty (between twelve and seventeen), 
and (2) in late adolescence (beyond seventeen). 

We shall concentrate on this second category. I quote Schiff: 

The late converts—whom I call “the obedient rebels”—were the ones most repre¬ 
sentative of campus conservative activists. Typically they were from homes very 
much concerned with high status and achievement. In almost all cases their early 
experiences were dominated by a determined parent, or parents, with detailed and 
ambitious expectations for their children. All but one were eldest or only sons and the 
burden of parental ambition fell on them. The obedient rebels (at least in the early 
years and again after conversion) were usually considered the “good boys” of their 
families. 

Each “rebelled”—sometimes because he felt he could not live up to or realize 
himself under such pressure—or departed to some degree from the path set out for 
him. But the revolt was not without peril. Suddenly he would be horrified to discover 
(on the campus, in the armed services, or among the lower-classes) that he was 
surrounded by “radicalism,” “immorality,” or personal hardship—something for 
which his comfortable background had not prepared him. He would reject the new 
environment totally and become converted to a conservatism not much different from 
the one he had left in the first place—but which, superficially at least, he had accepted 
on his own initiative and conviction. 
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Psychologically, in essence, his conversion was a reaction to the threat of genuine 
personality change—which allows great creative possibilities, but also involves dan¬ 
gers. In effect he had come to the pit of change, looked down into it, and turned back, 
rejecting all alternatives beyond the reaffirmation of obedience. 16 

Did something comformable to this pattern happen to Nixon in 
Washington, D.C.? Do we recognize a familiar note in Schiffs account of 
one of his case studies: “Herron’s conversion took place while he was 
stationed abroad in the Navy. Disturbed by the ‘slothfulness’ and ‘self- 
indulgent habits’ of the local citizenry, he had a sudden realization of ‘the 
consequences of not subscribing to a strict moral code.’ ” 17 Is this where any 
potential ‘ rebellion” against authority became grounded and harmless in the 
case of Richard Nixon? Only time and future research, as already suggested, 
will answer such questions. All we can now say with certainty is that Nixon 
experienced some sort of significant reassertion of conservative beliefs while 
in the big city of Washington, D.C. 

We are used to anthropologists studying the courtship patterns of small 
societies; surely, with even more justification, psychologists ought to study 
the courtship pattern of individuals. Above all, a man’s marriage tells us 
much about him, as well as helping to shape what he will be in the future. 
Thus, Richard Nixon’s courtship and marriage to Pat Ryan reveal more than 
might appear at first glance. 

Before he met his future wife, we are told, Nixon had neither time nor 
money to be a ladies’ man. According to Mazo and Hess, “He dated the 
daughter of the local police chief steadily before going east to law school [if 
oniy her memoirs were available], and at Duke he attended occasional dances 
as a stag (M-H, 26). Once back in Whittier, as a struggling lawyer, he 
attended a tryout for a Little Theatre play. There he met Catherine Patricia 
Thelma Ryan, a new school teacher of commercial subjects. 

Pat Ryan, two months younger than Nixon, had been born in Plymouth, 
Nevada. Her father was a miner, who moved his family to California (about 
eighteen miles ‘from Los Angeles) and took up farming. Everyone in the 
family worked together, and the picture we have of their life then is a very 
pleasant one. When Pat was twelve, her mother died, and the young girl took 
on the responsibility for the house. Her father died five years later. Graduat¬ 
ing from high school, Pat w r orked in the local bank for a year, went East with 
relatives for a year or so (working during that time in a hospital near New' 
lork), and returned to Los Angeles to attend the University of Southern 

a ifomia. To earn money, she took bit parts in movies, though her real love 
was the merchandising. More money in a teaching job unexpectedly 

caused her to shift vocation, and to come to Whittier in 1937. A friend trying 
out for a Little Theatre play persuaded her to come along. Here occurred her 

rated meeting with Richard Nixon. 

That very night Nixon proposed. Mazo and Hess report Pat as saying “I 
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thought he was nuts or something. I guess I just looked at him. I couldn’t 
imagine anyone ever saying anything like that so suddenly. Now that I know 
Dick much better I can’t imagine that he would ever say that, because he is 
very much the opposite, he’s more reserved” (M-H, 27). Though she admired 
Nixon from the beginning, she was in no mood to settle down; she had 
visions of travel, she tells us. But Richard Nixon persisted. We have already 
seen how he was prepared to break his neck ice skating. He took up dancing. 
While Pat kept dating, Nixon gave up all other dates (no real sacrifice on his 
part). We are given the extraordinary information by Mazo and Hess that 
“He hung around dutifully even when she had other dates and would drive 
her to Los Angeles if she was to meet someone there, and wait around to take 
her home” (M-H, 29) (what did her other swains think of that?). Finally, in 
the spring of 1940, Pat said yes and they were married on June 21, 1940. 

What is the significance and meaning of Nixon’s courtship? The first thing 
to notice is his unusual impulsive behavior: proposing to Pat Ryan on their 
first meeting. It seems, as it did later to Pat, “out of character.” I suspect that 
it was not, and that it just appears impulsive and out of character. Given the 
general pattern of Nixon’s behavior—cautious, planned, and contrived—we 
are on better ground postulating his proposal to Pat not as an impulsive 
exception, but as part of a “plan,” even though perhaps an unconscious one, 
as to the girl he wished to marry. I suspect this romantic plan and daydreams 
of ultimate success—a favorite Nixon pastime—came together in the person 
of Pat Ryan, and Nixon acted accordingly, with complete deliberation. Per¬ 
sistence did the rest. 

The second thing to notice about his conquest of Pat Ryan is that it was his 
first real success. At about the time of meeting Pat, Nixon had helped set up 
the Citra-Frost Co. to market frozen orange juice, which, apparently through 
no fault of his, folded after a year and a half. Earlier, as we have seen, he had 
failed to secure a job in an Eastern law firm. Failure to have won Pat Ryan 
would have been a tremendous blow on top of the others; success undoubt¬ 
edly gave him a great uplift. As Freud has remarked (and I paraphrase), “To 
win the girl of one’s dream is to have the feeling that all of nature is on one’s 
side.” 

Moreover, and this is the third point to notice, Pat Nixon undoubtedly 
brought Nixon real strength. In the pattern of his own parents, in fact, she 
seemed the stronger of the two. Loyally, she stood by him through failure 
and success. Patiently, she worked in his campaigns. There is some evidence 
that she would have preferred some other life than the political—attacks 
on the Nixons, culminating in the “Checkers Speech” of 1952, especially, 
seems to have soured her, and she even prevailed upon Nixon to write out a 
decision to retire from politics after his term as vice president ended in 1957 
and to pack this note into his wallet—but always she followed where he led. 
Yet, even Nixon admitted that she was the more decisive and stronger of the 
two. It was Pat who insisted, in the 1952 Fund controversy, that Nixon could 
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not resign under fire. Three minutes before he was to make his famous talk, 
Nixon tells us, he turned to Pat and said, “ ‘I just don’t think I can go through 
with this one, Of course you can/ she said, with the firmness and confi¬ 
dence in her voice that I so desperately needed” (N, 120). In the campaign of 
1960, Nixon informs us that “Her physical stamina had been even greater 
than mine. In the long hand-shaking sessions, it was I, rather than she, who 
would first have to ask for a break in the line” (N, 404). In Caracas and in 
Moscow, Pat Nixon showed similar coolness and decisiveness. 

Thus, in marrying Pat, Nixon gained great strength, both in her and in the 
affirmation of his own possibilities for success that lay in her acquiescence in 
his persistence and determination. Moreover, insofar as Pat would embody 
some of the qualities of his mother (and we assume a certain amount of 
transference here, as in all such relations), it also meant approval and accep- 
tance of his decision to enter the “warfare of politics.” 

Before we have the years of Nixon’s youthful and young manhood charac- 
ter formation and enter into a consideration of his political patterns of be¬ 
havior and belief, we need to look briefly at another element in his make-up: 
acting. Nixon’s career as an actor began at Whittier College. We are told that 
he collaborated in writing his fraternity’s first play, a “shocker” entitled The 
Trysting Place, and was its director and male lead. And we already know that 
he met Pat Ryan at a Little Theatre tryout. Such facts make us look twice at 
the picture of Nixon as a shy, introspective boy. 

There is a most interesting comment on his acting ability made by one of 
his Whittier teachers, on seeing Nixon weeping on Senator Knowland’s 
shoulder after the Checkers Speech: “‘I taught him how to cry/ said Dr. 
Upton, ‘m a play by John Drinkwater called Bird in Hand . He tried conscien- 
tiously at rehearsals, and he’d get a pretty good lump in his throat and that 
was all. But on the evenings of performance tears just ran right out of his 
eyes. It was beautifully done, those tears’” (M-H, 19). 18 

Nixon obviously learned his lesson well, and in later life rose to the occa¬ 
sions. For a strong man, it is strange how often he breaks down in tears. 
Thus, we are told that on the evening of his Checkers Speech, “when a ‘Have 
Faith’ message was handed him from his mother, Nixon stepped into a vacant 
room to hide his tears” (M-H, 109 ) (how, one wonders, was this observed?). 
After the speech itself—one of the most sentimental political appeals in all 
of American history, embarrassing even to many of Nixon’s partisans— 
when he reached the dressing room, Nixon turned away from his friends 
and let loose the tears he had been holding back” (M-H, 120). When 
Eisenhower put his arm around Nixon, “Nixon turned his head to the win¬ 
dow and tried to keep back the tears” (M-H, 123 ). Nixon explained his 
various effusions by saying that he cried because he had exhausted all his 
“emotional reserve” (N, 132 ). In the Introduction to Six Crises , he claims that 
“I have found leaders are subject to all the human frailties.... Sometimes 
even strong men will cry” (N, xxvii). 19 
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Nixon is right in his analysis of leaders. But the words of Dr. Upton, “It 
was beautifully done, those tears,” cast a strange light on Nixon’s Rousseau- 
like performances. Certainly Nixon himself believes he is an authority on 
when other people were acting, and this “intuition” on his part seems to play 
an important role in much of his political activity. For example, he frequently 
talks about the Hiss case as if it were a sort of stage play, a momentous soap 
opera. The stage itself is set for the Hiss-Chambers confrontation at the 
Commodore Hotel in New York. Nixon even remembers the “decor”: “The 
living room was decorated with Audubon prints,” and, he concludes, “We 
then proceeded to set up the room” (M-H, 51-52). 

The “actors” play out their roles. In an earlier interview, Nixon tells how 
he became convinced that Chambers was telling the truth: “His [Chambers’] 
voice broke and there was a pause of at least 15 to 20 seconds during which he 
attempted to gain control of his emotions before he could proceed. This one 
incident was to have a considerable bearing upon my own attitude toward 
him because I did not feel that it was an act. ... On the contrary, I felt he 
indicated deep sincerity and honesty” (M-H, 45-46, my italics). Hiss, on the 
contrary, now comes through as a ham actor: “I felt he had put on a show 
when he was shown a picture of Chambers ... his statement ‘This might look 
like you, Mr. Chairman,’ seemed to me to be overacted ...” (M-H, 48, my 
italics). According to Nixon, this hearing “showed the committee the real 
Hiss because, except for a few minutes at the beginning and... end... he 
acted the part of a liar who had been caught, rather than the part of the outraged 
innocent man, which he had so successfully portrayed before then” (M-H, 
52, my italics). 

Nixon’s own “performances” were obviously far more professional. After 
his emotional Checkers Speech, he received a phone call from Darryl 
Zanuck, the Hollywood producer: “The most tremendous performance I’ve 
ever seen,” was the comment of this professional (M-H, 120). Now one does 
not have to equate Nixon with Hiss—I, for one, have no doubt that Nixon 
was “clear” of the corruption charges leveled against him, while the evidence 
against Hiss is very strong—to realize that Nixon’s training in acting must 
have stood him in good stead during his performance. Nixon seemed to have 
sensed this himself, when he remarked in disgust about the televised Ar- 
my-McCarthy hearings: “I prefer professionals to amateur actors” (M-H, 
137-138). 

Even in the international arena, with foreign-speaking politicians, Nixon 
felt he could distinguish between acting and sincerity. Speaking of 
Khrushchev’s reaction to the Captive Nations Resolution, asking for prayer 
for the liberating of “enslaved people,” passed by Congress just before Nix¬ 
on’s trip, he says, “I was sure that he was going through an act —that he was 
using the resolution as a pretext for taking the offensive against me...” (N, 
271, my italics). Nixon also told of speaking to Zhukov about th$ behavior of 
the Soviet police and crowds: “ ‘Mr. Zhukov,’ I said, ‘this little game you’ve 
been playing with me through your planted hecklers for the past few days has 
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not been going well with the press, and in my opinion it is backfiring even 
among your own people. You underestimate their intelligence. They aren’t 
dumb. They know when somebody is acting and when it is the real thing— 
particularly when the acts have been so amateurish’” (N, 299-300). 

Constantly, xhen, Nixon was concerned with acting. At one point, he 
informs us that, during the 1960 campaign, his problem was to hold the 
Republican vote (the minority party) and then persuade five to six million 
Democrats to leave their own candidate and vote Republican. “I recognized 
that I could accomplish this only as President Eisenhower had—by acting 
[Nixon means this in the sense of “action,” but the other meaning inheres in 
it] and speaking not just as a Republican partisan but as a representative of all 
the people. My trips to Caracas and Moscow had provided an opportunity for 
me to appear in this role" (N, 326, my italics). Nixon’s highest praise for the 
campaigning of his wife, Pat, is that she was “a good trouper” (N, 137). 

Of course, all American politicians must play many “roles,” and “act” 
many parts. Moreover, Nixon’s own Thespian experiences may have given 
him greater empathy for the “acts” of the Hisses and Khrushchevs whom he 
encountered on the political stage. However, Nixon’s empathy may also 
carry a good deal of projection with it. The one thing we can be sure of is that 
Nixon s attitude to acting is more significant and more conscious than that of 
most politicians. It does give rise, in fact, to a suspicion that the “real” 
Richard Nixon may by now have been lost in the variety of “roles” in which 
he has acted. As with other professional actors, the man becomes his roles— 
and that is his character. 

With this postulated, one would then have to add that Nixon’s acting 
probably serves extremely important political functions. A leader must 
communicate effectively with his followers: Nixon obviously “reaches,” 
by means of TV spots and news coverage, a large segment of the American 
population, especially the middle class. His ability to play a role lends itself 
to the pragmatic politics so typical of America; Nixon, unlike Sir Thomas 
More, is, in fact, a “man for all seasons.” Thus, whatever ideological com¬ 
mitments belong in Nixon’s personality development, they are severely tem¬ 
pered by his devotion to “acting.” 

A word must also be said of a close cousin of Nixon’s acting abilities: his 
skill as a debater. As with his acting experience, this, too, seems to have 
started in college. It first became politically important for Nixon in his 1946 
congressional campaign against the incumbent Jerry Voorhis. In all, the two 
men had five debates, and, according to Mazo and Hess, Nixon believed “the 
turning point for him, as the underdog, was the first debate. ‘It was tough,’ 
Nixon says. I was the challenger, and he was the experienced incumbent. 
Once that debate was over, I was on my way to eventual victory’ ” (M-H, 39). 

In the light of this debate, we must look at his more famous debates with 
John F. Kennedy in the 1960 election. Why did Nixon, then, so to speak, in 
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Voorhis’ position as an “incumbent,” agree to debate the relatively unknown 
Kennedy? “‘He [Nixon] had no reason to help build up an audience for 
Kennedy,’ Sorenson wrote” (M-H, 234). The explanation Nixon gave—that 
the other people wanted the debates—is weak. Mazo and Hess grasp the 
truth when they write that Nixon “was convinced he could win” (M-H, 234). I 
believe another reason is that Nixon is the sort of person who constantly has 
to test himself, in order to quiet his self-doubts and the continuous threat of 
failure. In the Six Crises he offers us his reason for accepting the Kennedy 
debates. “Had I refused the challenge, I would have opened myself to the 
charge that I was afraid to defend the Administration’s and my own record” 
[N, 348, my italics]. It is interesting, too, to note that in his unnecessary and 
disastrous press conference after his 1962 gubernatorial defeat, Nixon placed 
his relations with the press on an antagonistic basis, saying... “you’ve had an 
opportunity to attack me and I think I’ve given as good as I’ve taken. I have 
welcomed the opportunity to test wits with you” (M-H, 281-282, my italics). 
Thus, in his formal debates, as well as reports and encounters, Nixon could 
give way to his aggressive impulses at the same time as he was testing him¬ 
self. Making full use of his verbal and acting skills in debate provided a 
wonderful release, with an extremely high chance of a successful outcome. It 
is no wonder that Nixon fancied himself as a debater and a performer. 

What was the content of Nixon’s political debates? His reputation, as we 
know, was based on his “anti-Communist” positions, and these need now to 
be examined. We must start with a paradox: Though Congressman Nixon 
came from an isolationist district, he quickly showed himself an internation¬ 
alist in orientation. Thus, he worked on the Herter Committee, whose report 
led to the Marshall Plan, and considered this the most important service of his 
congressional career. From the very beginning of his political life, Nixon 
showed his inclination toward the Eastern Establishment and its internation¬ 
alist position. 

But Nixon gave it a very special twist, combining it with a Western fun¬ 
damentalist attack on Communism. In vehemently attacking Communism, 
Nixon was defending Americanism. Indeed, one could then define the latter 
by the former action. It allowed for the luxury of polarizing feelings, so that 
total hate could flow out to the enemy and total love to one’s “own” people. 
Yet, as we shall see at the end, there is a certain strange identification with 
the “enemy,” the “Devil,” which must be strenuously denied. 

We must remember throughout this discussion, however, the context in 
which Nixon operated. The late 1940s saw the beginning of the Cold War. 
Although domestic Communism was not an issue in the 1948 election, it 
became one thereafter, and was linked, by Nixon and others, with the sensi¬ 
tive theme of corruption—in the Fund controversy, for example, Nixon 
defended himself by saying, “I was warned that if I continued to attack the 
Communists and crooks in this [Truman’s] Government, they would con- 
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dime to smear me (M-H, 103). After 1948, threats of recession, the outbreak 
of the Korean War, and all of the other Russo-American developments 
supplied the background of fear in which anti-Communism flourished. 
Nixon was merely a “typical” American in much of his position. 

Nixon s anti-Communism first publicly manifested itself in his debates 
with Congressman Voorhis. Nixon attacked him as a front-man for the 
Communist-dominated PAC” [i.e., the Political Action Committee of the 
CIO] and suggested that he was one of those “lip-service Americans... who 
front for un-American elements, wittingly, or otherwise, by advocating 
increasing federal controls over the lives of the people” (M-H, 39, 40). 
(Here, incidentally, we see a trace of Nixon’s OPA “conversion” experience, 
nowjinked to anti-Communism.) In opposition to Voorhis’ “un-American- 
ism, Nixon resorted to the sentimental promise “to preserve our sacred 
heritage in the name of my buddies and your loved ones, who died that 
these might endure.” One wonders whether Nixon believed his own state¬ 
ment following his victory: “Our campaign was a very honest debate on 
the issues” (M-H, 40,41). 

In any case, the pattern of Nixon’s “warfare of politics” was set. He tried 
to narrow his senatorial campaign of 1950, against Mrs. Helen Gahagan 
ouglas, to one issue, “simply the choice between freedom and state so- 
cia ism (M-H, 65), and implied that the latter also meant pro-Russian Com- 
mumsm. Nixon, of course, pictured himself as the warrior preserving the 
American way of life. It was a rough campaign, and, on top of the Voorhis 
contest, left Nixon with the image of “Tricky Dicky,” the rabid anti- 
ommunist who did not hesitate to use the same tactics of smear and 
simplification that he accused the Communists of using. Indeed, one won¬ 
ders if mammoth projection were not at work in Nixon. Was he in fact 
defending against his own evil impulses by imputing them all to some other? 

id Nixon believe in what he said, or was his anti-Communism largely a 
matter of practical politics, a convenient way to win? One suspects a good 
dealjif both. Jn any case, there was strong personal feeling in Nixon’s view of 
the enemy.” On his Latin American trip in 1958, he talked of the “Com¬ 
munist ^ u y (N, 223) and described his reaction to the Caracas attack on 
lm as a feeling of absolute hatred for the rough Communist agitators who 
were driving children to this irrational state” (N, 235, my italics). He further 

e a ut the ruthlessness and determination, the fanaticism of the 
enemy that we face. That was what I saw in the faces of the mob. This is really 
Communism as it is" (M-H, 177, my italics). 

One cannot help asking what Nixon actually knew about Marxism. Should 
we take seriously his comment that “I do not presume to be an expert, and 
only the experts on Communism, who are sprouting up all over the landscape 

haVC Smgle ’ sim P le sol utions for the problem” (N, 311), even 
though Nixon then betrayed his own words by offering rather simple so¬ 
lutions to, and simplifications of. Communism? Did he ever meet any of the 
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leading Marxist theoreticians of Latin-America? Did he ever think of compar¬ 
ing lynch mobs in the American South with the Caracas mob he faced, and 
realize that one cannot characterize a whole political setting by such inci¬ 
dents, or, if one can, that both must be characterized equally? Nixon’s view 
of Communism, of course, was primarily “dramatic” and thus did not allow 
for such subtleties. His attitude toward Communism is best shown when, in 
relation to the Hiss case and the meeting in the Commodore Hotel, he told 
his television audience, “let me describe the room for you, because it is here 
that you can see the Communist conspiracy in action. .. twisting and turn¬ 
ing and squirming... evading and avoiding” (M-H, 59). 

Nixon could not, at least in this stage of his life, envision Communism as 
anything but mob action and individual conspiracy. Can we, however, place 
this attitude in a larger context? Social scientists have tried to isolate the 
characteristics of what they have called an “authoritarian personality,” and to 
analyze the belief-system of a hater, such as Adolf Hitler. 20 It is worth 
looking at Nixon’s anti-Communism in such terms. What are the images that 
he uses? We have seen him talking constantly about the threat of the Com¬ 
munist “conspiracy.” Whatever the reality (and there was some), the extreme 
concentration on this aspect of Communism bears w ith it traces of paranoid 
fear. For Nixon, Communism is also an “infection,” which can reach almost 
everyone. It is like the plague, hidden and unsuspected, but capable of 
striking anyone. As Nixon says of Chambers and Hiss, “They were both 
idealists. Yet, here are two men of this quality who became infected with 
Communism, infected with it to the degree that they were willing to run the 
risk, as they did, of disgrace in order to serve the Communist conspiracy. 
The fact that this could happen to them shows the potential threat that 
Communism presents among people of this type throughout the w r orld” 
(M-H, 62). 

Communism, of course, is “aggressive international Communism... on 
the loose in the w^orld.” It is “an insidious evil.” It is engaged in “infiltration 
of the American government” (N, 2, 3, 4). Communists are “a bunch of rats,” 
and Nixon’s only objection to Joe McCarthy’s question, “Why worry about 
being fair when you are shooting rats?” is that you must shoot straight 
because wild shooting means some of the rats will get away (M-H, 1937). 
And rats carry plague, and plague means infection. The adjective “Com¬ 
munist” is different, but the images of infection and conspiracy are the same 
images used by many in Nazi Germany to describe the international and 
domestic “influence” of the Jews. 

How much of the paranoic fears that some members of the Nazi movement 
defended against by these projections and displacements of their own im¬ 
pulses onto the Jews Nixon shares (though, needless to say, not against the 
Jews) is a question to be decided only by the prior decision as to how much of 
his rhetoric was motivated “purely” by political factors. However, we have 
already seen Nixon, who constantly smeared his political opponents, accus- 
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mg his enemies—Communists and crooks—of smearing him. So, too, we 
wonder about his accusation that his Democratic opponents are “a group of 
ruthless, cynical seekers after power...” (M-H, 66). The pattern of projec- 
tion in Nixon ran strong, at least in these early years. 21 

^ et ’ we must balance this knowledge with the knowledge that Nixon 
egan to have a different view of Communism, based on his visit to Moscow 
and his encounters with Russian Communists. While he still insisted that “the 
Communist threat is indivisible... universal” (N, 312), by 1968 he was 
prepared to say that “The Communists are a very pragmatic people” (M-H, 
312). This is an especially interesting statement in the light of Nixon’s con- 
c uding remark, in the Mazo-Hess biography, based on an interview with 
im on May 5, 1968: I m a pragmatist with some deep principles that never 

change” (M-H, 316). F 

The solution to the puzzle of how Nixon can have such “extreme” feelings 
about Communism, as exemplified above, and yet cordon them off by his 
pragmatism is explained to a large extent, I believe, by his subordination of 
feeling to what he perceives to be the “national interest.” Nixon is constantly 
invoh ing the good of his party (usually identified with the good of his coun¬ 
ty and the good of mankind as a justification for his own activities. In the 
Hiss case, he tells us that “more important by far than the fate of the [House 
n-American Activities] Committee the national interest required that this 
mvestigatiOTi go forward (N, 15). It is interesting to note Nixon’s analysis of 
• ^ CrS mot * ves: had come forward out of necessity, he said, as a 

kind of duty to warn his country' of the scope, strength and danger of the 
ommunist conspiracy in the United States. It would be a great pity if the 
nation continued to look upon this case as simply a clash of personalities 
etween iss and himself. Much more was at stake than what happened to 
rnt er o them as individuals. Turning to me, he said with great feeling, ‘This 
is what you must get the country to realize’” [N, 24]). The claim widens 
further m his writing, when Nixon says, “It [the Hiss case] involved the 
security of the whole nation and the cause of free men everywhere” (N, 40). 
similarly, in discussing the Fund case in 1952, and his decision to stay on as 
Eisenhower’s vice president, Nixon claims that “most important of all, I 
believed that what I did would affect the future of my country and the cause 
of peace and freedom for the world” (N, 102). 

hyperbole mere rhetoric, or did Nixon sincerely believe what he 
said. 1 have no doubt whatever that the latter interpretation is correct. Like 
most politicians, only more so, Nixon believed in his misson and identified 
his own self and fortunes with the success of his country. It is part of the 
secret of bts political success, since total belief in himself is a means by which 
a politician convinces others to believe in him. 

We can see Nixon’s sublime belief in the identification of his own interests 
uith the national interest, and indeed, the interests of all mankind, in his 
comments, such as the following: “The Hiss case was the first major crisis of 
my political life... [it was] not only an acute personal crisis but... a vivid 
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case study of the continuing crisis [i.e.. Communism] of our times” (N, 12); 
“While my meeting with Khrushchev might be a personal crisis for me, I 
recognized that in perspective it was only one episode in the continuing crisis 
that Mr. Khrushchev and his Communist colleagues are determined to per¬ 
petuate through our lifetime” (N, 264); “I recognized the obvious strategy of 
the Soviets to probe for any weakness that might be within me, not unlike 
their international strategy of probing for soft spots around the world” (N, 
298); “I believe in the American dream, because I have seen it come true in 
my own life” (N, 344); and lately, Nixon’s boastful comment in his accep¬ 
tance speech of 1968 to the Republican National Committee, “My fellow 
Americans, we make history tonight—not for ourselves alone but for the 
ages” (N, v). For better or for worse, Nixon’s last claim, and identification, 
now has the ring of truth about it. His behavior as president of the United 
States does, in fact as well as in fantasy, affect the behavior of much of the 
world. 

Thus, the “crises” of Richard Nixon take on a vastly more important 
character than the merely personal, though his “crisis syndrome” is of crucial 
significance for Nixon himself. Nixon’s one sustained piece of writing is his 
own Six Crises. Throughout that book, he is obsessed with the problems of 
“crisis.” Nixon’s crisis, however, is far from the psychologist’s or psychohis¬ 
torian’s concern with “identity crisis”; for Nixon, it is not a question of 
“finding” himself, but of “testing” his already formed self. The orientation is 
largely to public events. 

Nixon’s own initial definition of “crisis” is rather lame. “Life for everyone 
is a series of crises,” he informs us. “A doctor performing a critically difficult 
operation involving life and death, a lawyer trying an important case, an 
athlete playing in a championship contest, a salesman competing for a big 
order, a worker applying for a job or a promotion, an actor on the first night 
of a new play, an author writing a book—all these situations involve crises for 
the individuals concerned” (N, 12). Nixon raises the significance of crisis, 
however, when he continues, “Only when I ran for Congress in 1946 did the 
meaning of crisis take on sharply expanded dimensions” (N, 13). At this 
point, Nixon jumps personal crises to the hyperbolic level we have discussed 
before, where, for example, his “Fund” crisis became critical to the national 
interest. In neither of his definitions do we rise above the ordinary, to the sort 
of real national crisis embodied in one of Nixon’s own inspirations: Tom 
Paine’s pamphlet of 1776, The American Crisis, with its famous line, “These 
are the times that try men’s souls” (N, xvii). 

Nixon’s own account of how he came to write his Six Crises is worth 
recounting, especially since the book itself is one of our main autobiographi¬ 
cal” sources. “Shortly after the election [I960],” he informs us, 

I had the honor of sitting by Mrs. Eisenhower at a White House dinner. I told her that 
one of the reasons I had decided against writing a book was my belief that only the 
President could write the story of his Administration and that, by comparison, any 
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other account would be incomplete and uninteresting. She answered, “But there are 
exciting events like your trips to South America and to Russia which only you can 
tell, and I think people would be interested in reading your account of what really 
happened.” 

In April, I visited President Kennedy for the first time since he had taken office. 
When I told him I was considering the possibility of joining the “literary” ranks, of 
which he himself is so distinguished a member, he expressed the thought that every 
public man should write a book at some time in his life, both for the mental discipline 
and because it tends to elevate him in popular esteem to the respected status of an 
“intellectual.” [N, xxiii] 

The reference to Kennedy is particularly interesting. Throughout his 
political career, Nixon, one has the feeling, was measuring and testing him¬ 
self against this self-assured scion of Eastern wealth and position. The 
famous television debate was undoubtedly partly motivated by a desire to 
best Kennedy personally. Moreover, Kennedy was a war hero who had 
shown remarkable personal courage. It is no accident, then, that Nixon 
wished to match Kennedy’s Profiles in Courage with his own Six Crises . He 
would prove there not only that he had pretensions to being an “intellectual,” 
but that he, too, like Kennedy, had courage. 

In the introduction, Nixon makes his gesture toward intellectuality. He 
does so with an air of humility: U I do not presume to suggest that this is a 
scholarly treatise on conduct in crisis. The experts will have to judge what 
contribution my observations may make to a better understanding of that 
intriguing and vitally important subject” (N, xxiv-xxv). Nixon then proceeds 
to offer some generalizations on the topic. There are two points of particular 
concern to us. 

The first is Nixon s conviction that crisis behavior is primarily a “learned” 
action, and thus available to him. “These attributes [quickness, smartness, 
boldness] are for the most part acquired and not inherited.... Confidence in 
crisis depends in great part on adequacy of preparation—where preparation 
is possible” (N, xxvi, xxvii). Thus, Nixon’s pattern of careful planning and 
caution works even in the area of personal courage. 

The second is even more revealing. Over and over again, Nixon repeats his 
mam insight about crisis: it is the aftermath , not the crisis itself, that is critical 
for him. At one stage of the Hiss account, he remarks: 

The next morning 1 learned a fundamental rule of conduct in crises. The point of 
greatest danger is not In preparing to meet the crisis or fighting the battle; it occurs 
after the crisis of battle is over, regardless of whether it has resulted in victory or 
defeat The mdiv^ua! is spent physically, emotionally, and mentally. He lets down. 

1 hen if he is confronted with another battle, even a minor skirmish, he is prone to 
drop his guard and to err in his judgment. [N, 40] 

Nixon lamented that he had gone “soft” on Priscilla Hiss, who, on the 
witness stand, had played on the Quaker background she and Nixon shared. 

1 should have remembered that Chambers had described her as, if anything, 
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a more fanatical Communist than Hiss. ... that even a woman who happens 
to be a Quaker and then turns to Communism must be a Communist first and 
a Quaker second. But I dropped the ball,” Nixon wrote, using a favorite 
football metaphor, “and was responsible for not exploiting what could have 
been a second break-through in the case.” [N, 40-41] Moving from the 
personal to the political, Nixon insists he “was never to make that same error 
again.” 

In the years ahead I would never forget that where the battle against Communism is 
concerned, victories are never final so long as the Communists are still able to fight. 
There is never a time when it is safe to relax or let down. When you have won one 
battle is the time you should step up your effort to win another until final victory is 
achieved. [N, 41] 

Since we are mainly interested in the personal aspect, Nixon s most impor¬ 
tant remark comes when he says, “I experienced a sense of letdown which is 
difficult to describe or even to understand 91 (N, 39-40, my italics). Can we 
understand what happened better than Nixon himself? 

We must begin by asking what function crisis performed for Nixon. On 
the public or political level, as he perceived it, the successful handling of 
what he calls a crisis enhances a leader in the eyes of his followers. For 
example, the Caracas “crisis” boosted Nixon’s popularity greatly. As he put 
it, “in June 1958, just one month after my return from South America, the 
Gallup Poll showed me leading Adlai Stevenson for the first time, and run¬ 
ning neck-and-neck against John F. Kennedy. It was the high point of my 
political popularity up to that time” (N, 249). Nixon’s generalization is that 
“It is the crisis, itself, more than the merits of the engagement which rallies 
people to a leader. Moreover, when the leader handles the crisis with success, 
the public support he receives is even greater” (N, 248). 

It ought not to surprise us that Nixon projects some of his own attitudes, in 
this area as in others, on to the Communists. At the head of the chapter on 
Khrushchev, he informs us that “Communism creates and uses crisis as a 
weapon” (N, 253). In the body of the chapter, Nixon elaborates: “They 
[Communists] use crisis as a weapon, as a tactic in their all-front, all-out 
struggle” (N, 313). 

As we know, Nixon defines a leader as one able to act in a crisis. He also 
stresses the fact that a leader without crisis is almost a contradiction in terms. 
For example, as he remarks about Eisenhower: he demonstrated a trait that I 
believe all great leaders have in common: they thrive on challenge; they are at 
their best when the going is hardest. When life is routine, they become 
bored; when they have no challenge, they tend to wither and die or to go to 
seed” (N, 181-182). One of Nixon’s concluding remarks to his chapter on the 
Campaign of 1960 is even more revealing: “But probably the greatest magnet 
of all is that those who have known great crisis—its challenge and tension, its 
victory and defeat—can never become adjusted to a more leisurely and or¬ 
derly pace. They have drunk too deeply of the stuff which really makes life 
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exciting and worth living to be satisfied with the froth” (N, 461). In the light 
of all the foregoing, can one help but conclude that Nixon, like the Com¬ 
munists, uses crisis as a weapon, as a tactic” and will so create and use it in 
the future, when “tactics” call for it? 

The above gives us the public” dimension of Nixon’s crisis. We need to go 
deeper, however, to try to understand his “let down” feeling. I believe that 
we begin to approach a fuller understanding if we look at “crisis” in relation 
to decisiveness. The latter is obviously a serious problem for Nixon. In 
discussing Eisenhower s heart attack, Nixon makes two revealing statements: 

This was far different from any other crisis I had faced in my life and had to be 
handled differently. I had always believed in meeting a crisis head-on. The difficult 
period is reaching a decision, but once that has been done, the carrying-out of the 
decision is easier than the making of it. In meeting any crisis in life, one must either 
fight or run away. But one must do something. Not knowing how to act or not being 
able to act is what tears your insides out. [N, 152] 

A few pages later, he reiterates: “For me... this period continued to be one 
which drained my emotional as well as physical energies, for it was, above 
all, a period of indecision” (N, 166). 

Interestingly enough, Nixon accused Stevenson of being “a man plagued 
with indecision who could speak beautifully but could not act decisively” (N, 
102). As for Eisenhower, Nixon had ambivalent feelings which he was hard 
put to suppress. For example, Nixon says that “what had happened during 
the past week had not shaken my faith in Eisenhower. If, as some of my 
associates thought, he appeared to be indecisive, I put the blame not on him 
but on his lack of experience in political warfare” (N, 102). Further on, he 
declares emphatically: 

Eisenhower was a man of decision. As General Walter Bedell Smith had pointed out 
in his book, Eisenhower’s Six Great Decisions [another inspiration for Nixon’s Six Crises?], 
he never did anything rashly. Sometimes he took more time to decide an issue than 
some of his eager lieutenants thought necessary, but invariably, when the line was 
drawn and the lonely responsibility for making the right decision rested solely with 
him, he came up with the right answer. [N, 116] 

After his television program about the Fund, Nixon said to Eisenhower, “if 
you think I should stay on or get off, I think you should say so either way. 
The great trouble here is the indecision” (N, 106). 

Nixon, however, had to wrestle not only with the problem of indecisive¬ 
ness, his own and others (his constant attention to this problem is an indica- 
tion of its importance for him), but with the problem of holding fast to a 
decision once taken. We have already noted his “decision” to retire from 
politics after his term as vice president ended in 1957, a decision which was 
reinforced by being put on paper and tucked into his wallet—and then was 
repudiated promptly in 1960. Earlier, in 1956, during the “Dump Nixon” 
movement, we are told that “On a Wednesday he told two or three friends he 
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would call a press conference the next day to make an announcement of 
retirement from public life” (M-H, 146); naturally, he was talked out of this 
“decision.” The high spot in this pattern was his 1962 “retirement” speech to 
the Press (after his gubernatorial defeat), and then his Lazarus-like resurrec¬ 
tion in 1968. Clearly, the really decisive member of the Nixon family was 
Pat. 

Plagued with the torments of decision and indecision in a “crisis situation, 
we can begin to see why Nixon felt “let down” after his emotional fight was 
over. Nevertheless, I believe that there is an even more important reason for 
his feeling let down and this is related to Nixon’s attitudes about aggression. 
My thesis here is that Nixon has enormously ambivalent feelings, probably 
dating back to his mother’s injunctions, about the release of hostile emotions, 
and consequently experiences strong, though unconscious, feelings of guilt 
after their release. Moreover, because of the tremendous effort of control 
needed to fight effectively and to harden himself for a struggle {which does not 
come naturally to him, even though events and his party have cast him in this 
role) and because of his constant personal need to “test himself, Nixon runs 
the danger of going “soft.” This moment of weakness is, then, additionally 
threatening to him. 

What is the evidence for this combined thesis? One of Nixon s most reveal¬ 
ing comments is when he says: 

the most difficult period in one of these incidents is not in handling the situation at the 
time. The difficult task is with your reactions after it is all over. I get a real let down 
after one of these issues. Then I begin to think of what bums they are. You also get 
the sense that you licked them... though they really poured it on. Then you try to 
catch yourself... in statements and actions... to be a generous winner, if you have 
won. [M-H, 183] 

Here, again, we have the use of the term “let down. If one s opponents are 
“bums,” then one is clearly justified in fighting them without quarter. But, 
the guilt sets in, and one catches oneself and tries to be a generous winner. To 
sum up, before the fight there is the agony of indecision: whether or not to 
release the aggressive impulses. Then there is the blessed release. As I had 
learned in the Hiss case,” Nixon says typically, “the period of indecision, of 
necessary soul-searching was the hardest. Now the emotions, the drive, the 
intense desire to act and speak decisively which I had kept bottled up inside 
myself could be released and directed to the single target of winning a 
victory” (N, 103). In short, there is the fight, followed by the let down, guilt, 
and self-justification. 

Nixon alternates between denial of aggressive intent and glorification of 
the hard struggle. Typically, he identifies himself with the nation, and denies 
for both any aggressive desires. Thus, he tells us that “Khrushchev does not 
need to be convinced of our good intentions. He knows we are not aggressors 
and do not threaten the security of the Soviet Union” (N, 260). Again, It 
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was my belief that Khrushchev knew that our intentions were peaceful” (N, 
263). The fact that Khrushchev, and the Russians, might remember the 
American intervention in the Russian Civil War, the American willingness, 
in part, to have Germany invade Russia, the American ring of nuclear bases 
around Russia, and so forth was all written off by Nixon as merely an “act” 
on Khrushchev s part. In this denial of his own aggressive intent, and a 
refusal to recognize his opponent’s real fears of it, Nixon seems at one with 
much of America’s recent self-image. 

Yet, while denying aggressive intent, Nixon could glorify fighting and the 
hard masculine qualities necessary for it. Thus, Nixon could compare 
Khrushchev and Eisenhower in an interesting conjunction of adjectives: 
“Men like you and President Eisenhower,” he told Khrushchev, are “tough, 
reasonable men who are not soft or frightened..(M-H, 199). Nixon spoke 
in praise of the average Russian: “there was a steel-like quality, a cold deter¬ 
mination, a tough, amoral ruthlessness which somehow had been instilled 
into every one of them” (N, 304). Nixon constantly asked himself, “How did 
we stack up against the kind of fanatically dedicated men I had seen in the 
past ten days? (N, 305). We can see how Nixon wished to answer this 
question for himself, as well as for the American people, in the following, 
most revealing, comment about his career in New York after the 1962 defeat: 

New York is very cold and very ruthless and very exciting, and, therefore, an 
interesting place to live, ’ he observed to Robert J. Donovan of the Lost Angeles 
Times. It has many great disadvantages but also many advantages. The main thing, it 
is a place where you can t slow down—a fast track. Any person tends to vegetate 
unless he is moving on a fast track. New York is a very challenging place to live. You 
have to bone up to keep alive in the competition here.” [M-H, 285] 

Such a statement must be placed in the context of Nixon’s parental models: 
the mother who did not wish him to enter the “warfare of politics,” and the 
father with “his fierce competitive drive.” Is it any wonder that Nixon has a 
problem making the decision to fight, to release his competitive drive, and 
that he feels let down after the semi-forbidden impulses have been un¬ 
leashed? Yet, having indicated Nixon’s ambivalence in this matter, we must 
conclude with the observation that Nixon did, Indeed, gain strength from his 
difficulties. Like his Russian foes, he learned to “steel” himself, and to reject 
the softer, debilitating, and feminine impulses that threaten him so 
fearfully for the simple reason that they are so strongly contained within 

him. Once again, out of weakness,” Nixon can be said to have drawn 
“strength.” 22 

There is one particular crisis in Nixon’s life that we must briefly discuss a 
bit further. It is a continuous crisis, involving his relationship to President 
Eisenhower, which unfolds in terms of half of Nixon’s six crises in his book: 
“The Fund,” “The Heart Attack,” and “The Campaign of 1960.” Much of 
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Nixon’s mature life, until the present, has circled about Eisenhower: it \\ as 
Eisenhower who picked him out of obscurity to be his running mate in 1952, 
almost dumped him in the Fund controversy that erupted then, allowed a 
“Dump Nixon” movement to spread in 1956, almost presented Nixon with 
the presidency itself because of his heart attacks in 1955 and 1957, and played 
an ambiguous role in Nixon’s own campaign for president in I960. On a 
more intimate level, the two families were united by the marriage of Ike s 
grandson, David, to Nixon’s daughter, Julie. On the deepest personal level, 
Eisenhower presented Nixon with a crisis of feeling, involving emotions 
about Ike as a father-figure, to whom death wishes as both father and presi¬ 
dent became attached. These, we need hardly add, would be on the uncon¬ 
scious level. 

The evidence for Eisenhower as the father-figure is strong. At one point, 
discussing the fund, Nixon says of Eisenhower s attitude, I must admit that 
it made me feel like the little boy caught with jam on his face” (N, 98). 
Further on, he says that “Chotiner [his adviser], particularly, insisted that I 
not allow myself to be put in the position of going to Eisenhower like a little 
boy to be taken to the woodshed, properly punished, and then restored to a 
place of dignity” (N, 129) (and we, of course, remember Nixon’s possible 
“spankings” at home). On a slightly different note, Eisenhower is a command¬ 
ing authority figure, and Nixon remarks that “Despite his great capacity for 
friendliness, he also had a quality of reserve which, at least subconsciously, 
tended to make a visitor feel like a junior officer coming in to see the com¬ 
manding General” (N, 81). Given Nixon’s feelings of “little boy” and “junior 
officer” (Nixon was, in fact, a Lt. Commander at the end of World War II), 
we can understand better his tears when, in 1952, Eisenhower, the father, 
finally accepted him back on the team: 

“General, you didn’t need to come out to the airport,” was all I could think to say. 

“Why not?” he said with a broad grin, “you’re my boy.” 

We walked to the head of the ramp, posed for photographers, and then rode 
together to the Wheeling stadium. I was still so surprised by his unexpected gesture of 
coming to meet me that I found myself riding on his right as the car pulled away from 
the airport. 1 apologized for what I, with my Navy training, knew was an inexcusable 
breach of political as well as military protocol, and tried to change places with him. 
He put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Forget it. No one will know the difference 
with all the excitement out there.” [N, 131] 

No one “out there” might know, but Nixon “knew” inwardly that he had 
usurped Eisenhower’s place, and fulfilled a forbidden, though perfectly 
natural, wish. Nixon would have had to be inhuman not to have mixed 
feelings toward the man who placed him one heart beat away from the 
highest office in the land. The fact that Nixon behaved with exemplary 
restraint during Ike’s incapacity suggests nothing besides shrewd political 
judgment on the conscious level, and tremendous ambivalence on the uncon¬ 
scious level. Death wishes are generally compounded of many parts: love for 
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the potential victim and anticipation of great loss, secret satisfaction at his 
removal, guilt for this suppressed feeling and the gladness one experiences at 
surviving him, etc. Nixon’s reaction, for example, to the news of 
Eisenhower’s heart attack shows, first, denial and, then, numbing. Accord- 
ing to Mazo and Hess, he reacted as follows when told of Eisenhower’s 
condition: 


% God! Nixon whispered horsely. He caught his breath, then proceeded to tell 
Hagerty that heart attacks are not necessarily serious any more, that victims fre¬ 
quently recover completely. 

I don t see how I could describe those first few minutes except as a complete 
shock, he recalls. “I remember going into my living room and sitting down in a chair 
and not saying anything or really thinking of anything for at least five or ten minutes. 
For quite a while I didn’t even think to tell Pat, who was upstairs.” 

The numbness receded gradually. Nixon went back to the telephone and called 
Deputy Attorney General William P. Rogers. [M-H, 159] 

The alternating love-hate relationship really put Nixon through the emo¬ 
tional wringer. First, Eisenhower had taken Nixon for his chosen heir by 
picking him for vice president in 1952. Then, he had shown no faith in his 
choice and seemed willing to drop him before the Checkers speech. Worse, 
he awakened all of Nixon’s problems about indecision, compounded by the 
fact that Nixon had to inhibit almost all his aggressive feelings toward 
Eisenhower. We can see how strong these were by Nixon’s one outbreak, 
when Eisenhower stated that he did not think that he, Eisenhower, should 
make the decision about Nixon staying on the ticket. xAccording to Mazo and 
Hess, At this Nixon stiffened and said sternly, ‘There comes a time in a 
man s life when he has to fish or cut bait.’ (Actually, his words were 
stronger.) (M-H, 110). We can certainly guess at Eisenhower’s reaction to 
such a statement (possibly anal in the actual words) coming from his “junior 
officer. One can speculate that his enthusiasm for his “boy,” Nixon, was 
always tempered by the memory of that phrase . 23 

Shortly thereafter Eisenhower took Nixon back into his good graces, and 
the praise pushed Nixon all the way over to the other side of his feelings. After 
the Checkers speech, we are told, Eisenhower said that “As a ‘warrior,’ he 
had never seen courage to surpass that shown by Nixon... and in a show¬ 
down fight he preferred ‘one courageous, honest man’ at his side to ‘a whole 
boxcar full of pussy-footers ” (M-H, 121). It must have been music to Nix- 
on s ears, in view of his concern for courage and his desire to be a warrior in 
politics, according to his father’s inspiration. 

But Nixon s emotional ordeals with Eisenhower were far from over. The 
heart attack imposed the next strain. There is an unsuspected psychological 
aspect to the story Nixon tells about Ike’s grandson: “David, the President’s 
oldest and favorite grandchild, provided a pleasant interlude when he came 
into the room. Hagerty introduced me as ‘the Vice President of the United 
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States.’ David took a second look and said. The Vice President, wow!’ Then 
he turned to his grandfather and said, ‘Ike, I didn t know there were two 
Presidents’” (N, 167). Obviously, there was room for only one president, 
and as soon as Eisenhower recovered he resumed the full powers of his office. 
At that point, he expressed no appreciation to Nixon for being the second 
president. As Nixon remarks, “He had also spoken or written to me person¬ 
ally of his appreciation after each of my trips abroad. But after this most 
difficult assignment of all—treading the tightrope during his convalescence 
from the heart attack—there was no personal thank you (N, 162). That 
Nixon was hurt is clear, even though he quickly adds, Nor was one needed 
or expected. After all, we both recognized that I had only done what a \ ice 
President should do when the President is ill” (N, 163). (If that is so, why 
does Nixon mention it?) 

There was one last twinge of the filial nerve. In 1960, Nixon was at last 
about to be his own man, running for the presidency himself. At this point, 
Eisenhower, advertently or inadvertently, made a major blooper. Asked at a 
presidential press conference on August 24 “to give us an example of a major 
idea of his [Nixon’s] that you adopted... ,” he replied, “If you give me a 
week, I might think of one” (M-H, 238). Then, at an October 31 White 
House luncheon to plan Eisenhower’s participation in Nixon s campaign, the 
president buoyantly declared his willingness to campaign for the new com¬ 
mander,” Nixon, like a “soldier in the ranks.” The vice president’s campaign 
manager had begun to outline Eisenhower s schedule of speaking engage¬ 
ments when Nixon interrupted him. 

Quietly, he expressed gratitude for all Eisenhower already had done in his behalf, said 
he believed the American people were well aware of his role as the President s as¬ 
sociate and deputy for eight years and the continuing closeness of the Eisenhower- 
Nixon team, and suggested the President now could be most helpful by concentrating 
during the remaining campaign days on a couple of previously scheduled appearances 
and election-eve broadcast to the nation. As virtually everyone in the room gasped, 
Nixon added that he had given considerable thought to the idea of a massive politick¬ 
ing drive by Eisenhower and concluded it might not be proper for the President. 
Nixon said he and all his associates appreciated beyond words Eisenhower’s willing¬ 
ness to barnstorm the country for the Nixon-Lodge ticket, expecialiy since no one 
knew better than the President how exhausting that sort of intensive campaigning 
would be. It was difficult to resist Eisenhower’s offer, Nixon concluded, but on 
reflection he felt (and hoped) the President and his other friends in the room would 
appreciate Nixon’s decision [M-H, 239-240] 

Mazo and Hess expect us to believe that it was a telephone call the night 
before from Mrs. Eisenhower, and a talk that morning with General Snyder, 
Eisenhower’s physician, cautioning Nixon about the strain on Eisenhower s 
health of a vigorous campaign, that made Nixon indulge in his strange be¬ 
havior. Without doubting the facts (though it would be interesting to check 
them), in order to accept this interpretation we would have to put aside all of 
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Snyd u rS i F>reV10US -, advice that a vi g° rous life and schedule for Eisenhower 
was the best possible medicine, and Eisenhower’s failure to speak out for 
Nixon before October 31 and the luncheon meeting. In any case, given Nix- 

rTnL” d ff gS l l>emg tl } e “i unior officer >” Eisenhower’s “soldier in the 
ranks offer must have awakened strange, disturbing feelings in Nixon, and 

the memory of the mept “give me a week” response must have left him with 
some trepidation as to how Eisenhower might behave in his “lowly” role. 

10 /Jfi / k !, need f ° r fUIther s P eculation - Nixon’s victory, on his own, in 
i968 undoubtedly was a successful achievement of the position of primacy, 

W ‘ °f the re P*acement of the father implicit in the 1960 campaign. There 

hTJl 3 n ° xr ed d ? th wishes ~° r fears - In Ais sense, I believe, we do 
a new i ixon, released from old emotions. I suspect that part of his 
nomination of the unknown Spiro Agnew was a replaying, in reversal, of his 
own nommation from obscurity by Eisenhower. The assignment of Agnew 
to the low road of hatchet man, while Nixon strolled along the “high road ” 
offers some confirmation of this hypothesis. Although Mazo and Hess do not 
s w en Nixons father died, other sources indicate the date as 1956. In 
ny case, Nixon was no longer Eisenhower’s or anybody else’s “little boy.” 

e can postulate that he had passed through this “crisis” in his life—in this 
unsuspected sense, an “identity crisis”—and finally come to maturity. 

What, then, are the characteristics of the mature Nixon? Many of the 

terZT, “ P erSOnalit L have alread - v been suggested; but before we at- 
P; ™ ary ’ ^ n r e T ed directl y to confront the question: What is Nixon’s 
° f hlmself? H,s first self-image is that he is a “big,” a “great” man. 

Iel ! UC T W f CnSeS ’ he S3 > rS ’ “ We often hea t« said that truly ‘big’ 

confmnrS“ handhn ? b « affairs - a "d that they falter and fail when 
essenrial W crises which are, in other words, 

one rell v kn erS ° K u further on, Nixon comments: “No 

over wS ^ " IS ° f Until he is tested *> the b y events 

r n °r C ° ntr0L ^ this book is an acc ount not 

them” flsi T \r er >° t ^ reat events anc * h° w one m an responded to 

them (N, xxvi). Nixon’s “great events” include the Fund controversy 

Khrushchev S ^ Visit t0 Caracas - a "d his encounter with 

McSTk^‘ r WU1 % Ure in foture history books-yet 
man H ^ ^ haVmg handIed these “ bi g afb »irs” well, he is a “big” 

wit^ri^n 5 a ^ ^pEeit comparison of himself, during the 1960 campaign, 
conlonrint h PreSI tT’ ^ LinCOb ’ and SUggests that the great eveSs 
years aim ' NlX ° n ’ ^ greaterthan those of 1860: “° ne hun dred 

denr § Th ^ Abraham LincoIn waa nominated for Presi- 

nation ' tI faedoni f ° r the slaves a "d survival of the 

? eed r for a11 mankind and the survivai ° f 

(M H, 2-8). The hyperbole, as to the survival of civilization, is 
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partly the usual political rhetoric, but partly a reflection of Nixon’s self- 
confidence, a vital ingredient for any politician. 

Overwhelmingly, what emerges from a reading of Nixon’s own writings, 
as well as the Mazo-Hess biography, is Nixon’s ability to think well of 
himself, to believe he is always acting fairly, and to deny to himself almost 
any of his nasty, aggressive feelings. For example, he makes one statement, 
demonstrating considerable psychological insight, but then fails to see its 
applicability to himself. “From considerable experience in observing witness¬ 
es on the stand,” he tells us, “I had learned that those who are lying or trying 
to cover up something generally make a common mistake—they tend to overact, 
to overstate their case” (N, 8, my italics). And this comes from the man who 
could say about his vicious campaign against Voorhis, “Our campaign was a 
very honest debate on the issues.” This is the same Nixon who could say 
throughout the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s that Communism was indivisi¬ 
ble and monolithic, and then say, without blushing, in a 1968 interview that 
“I don’t see the Communist world as one world. I see the shades of gray. I see 
it as a multicolor thing” (M-H, 316). So, too, Nixon, who used the smear 
against Voorhis, Mrs. Douglas, and Adlai Stevenson could complain about a 
New York Post story insinuating wrong-doing in a Nixon political fund, and 
say innocently, “After all, I had come into this 1952 campaign well prepared, 
I thought, for any political smear that could be directed at me. After what my 
opponents had thrown at me in my campaigns for the House and Senate, and 
after the almost unbelievably vicious assults I had survived during the Hiss 
case, I thought I had been through the worst” (N, 85-86). Nixon, one of the 
most pragmatic and expedient of politicians—witness his 1968 alliance with 
the Southern politicians, such as Strom Thurmond—could sincerely state: 

My philosophy has always been: don’t lean with the wind. Don’t do what is politically 
expedient. Do what your instinct tells you is right. Public opinion polls are useful if a 
politician uses them only to learn approximately what the people are thinking, so that 
he can talk to them more intelligently. The politician who sways with the polls is not 
worth his pay. And I believe the people eventually catch up with the man who merely 
tells them what he thinks they want to hear. [N, 152] 

And Nixon, who appointed Agnew as his running mate in 1968, could state 
in 1961, when writing Six Crises, that the vice president should be selected as 
a real deputy, able to be president if necessary: “This being true,” he informs 
us, “it will also bolster the new political trend of selecting capable men as vice 
presidential nominees, men to whom the presidential nominee would be 
willing to turn over his duties during a period of disability, rather than the 
selection of men solely on geographical, factional, or party appeasement 
considerations” (N, 194). One can argue that changing circumstances make 
for changing views, and Nixon has merely adapted, as in his views on Com¬ 
munism, to reality. I cannot accept this explanation. Nixon’s ability to be¬ 
lieve in the rightness, and total rightness, of whatever he is saying at the 
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moment is so pervasive, and so in tune with what is expedient, that I see no 
grounds for believing in any real change of principles or perception of reality. 
For example, Nixon really believed what he said in the 1960 campaign: 

On this and every other issue, the admonition I gave to some of those who had a 
tendency to let their eagerness to appeal to voters overrule their judgment on the 
substance of issues went something like this: u YVe must always assume that we are 
going to win this election. And I do not want to say anything or do anything during 
the campaign that I will not be able to live with as President.” [N, 359-360] 

Fundamentally, Nixon is an uncritical man. Thus Mazo and Hess tell us 
that Nixon never shared the belief of some in the Eisenhower administration 
that ‘Communism to McCarthy was a racket.’ Nixon felt that the Senator 
‘believed what he was doing very deeply’ ” (M-H, 132). Yet Nixon knew that 
McCarthy had exhibited no knowledge of, or antipathy toward, Communism 
before his West Virginia “numbers” speech of February, 1950. Similarly, 
Nixon mentioned that the House Un-American Activities Committee 

had been widely condemned as a “Red-baiting” group, habitually unfair and irrespon- 
sible, u hose investigations had failed to lead to a single conviction of anyone against 
^hom charges had been made at its hearings. It was, the critics said, doing more of a 
disservice to the country because of its abridgment of civil liberties than any alleged 
services it might be rendering in uncovering Communist subversives. [N, 14] 

But at no point did he admit the justice of the charges. 

The uncritical Nixon, however, sees himself in a very different light from 
the one I have cast on him. For example, he commented about his perfor- 
mance in his first television debate with Kennedy: 

I had concentrated too much on substance and not enough on appearance. I should 
have remembered that a picture is worth a thousand words.” I would be the first to 
recognize that I have many weaknesses as a political candidate, but one of my 
strengths is that I try to be my own severest critic. [N, 367] 

Obviously, Nixon s concept of criticism is in no way related to my use of the 
term criticism. 

In general, Nixon s basic vision of himself is as a high-principled, fair- 
minded man (of greatness), who is constantly being unfairly attacked and 
smeared by his opponents (mainly Communists and crooks), and who isi his 
own severest critic. Much of this self-image, we must admit, corresponds to 
the image of self-righteousness projected by America as a whole; and this 
correspondence Is undoubtedly a part of Nixon’s political success. 24 

Who, then, is the real” Richard Nixon, and how will he act as president? 
Our evidence regarding the first part of this question relates primarily to 
Nixon until about 1962; after that, we must speculate about changes in him. 
Nixon, we have said, is a man tom between his mother’s dislike of warfare 
and his father’s sharp competitiveness; thus, he is extremely ambivalent 
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about his aggressive impulses and tends to deal with them by projection onto 
others. He is a man haunted by his father’s “failure,” and driven to avoid that 
failure for himself and to redeem it for his parent. He compensates for lack of 
native abilities, where this is the case, by enormous hard work and persis¬ 
tence. He is racked by indecision and by the question of his own courage, 
especially in a crisis. He has had a serious problem with death wishes and 
anxiety: in relation to his brothers, himself, and Eisenhower. He is an “ac¬ 
tor,” in the theatrical sense, and releases himself verbally in debates. He is a 
fundamentalist in religion, with a passive acceptance of authority. 

These are the psychological banalities of Nixon’s character. More impor¬ 
tant is what he has done with them. No man reaches his position without a 
good deal of ability, and Nixon, in fact, starts with strong cognitive powers: 
he is quick, shrewd, and possessed of a good memory. Moreover, he has 
turned his problems and weaknesses into challenges and strengths. Racked 
by indecision, he has learned how to plan and contrive ahead of time. Con¬ 
stantly having to test himself, he has shown real courage on a number of 
occasions. His aggressive projections are in tune with those of many of his 
fellow r Americans. His quiet fundamentalism accords with the uses of reli¬ 
gion of a large segment of the American people. His acting is so good, that he 
has become his roles. 

Since 1962, I would speculate, he has matured in the sense of coming to 
grips with his fear of failure and his death wishes toward the father-figure, 
Eisenhower. The nadir for Nixon was the gubernatorial defeat of 1962. After 
that, he returned to success via his first ambition: to be a big Eastern corpora¬ 
tion lawyer. When he finally won the presidency in 1968, he won it on his 
own, owing nothing to Eisenhower. By this time, too, Nixon had solidified 
his method of meeting “crises.” His control of impulse, his planning and 
deliberation were greater than ever. 

If the description above gives us some of the traits of the “real” Nixon, how 
will he act from now on? The memory of Shakespeare’s Henry IV must give 
us pause, as we seek to predict the behavior not of kings, but of presidents as 
they reach their new office. Prince Henry, as King Henry IV, confounded 
Falstaff and all his former companions by his totally changed behavior. Will 
Nixon be another Henry IV, a “new” Nixon? 

My belief is that he will not. 

We can expect Nixon’s policy as president to correspond closely to the 
aspects of his personality mentioned earlier. In line with them, and his charac¬ 
ter as a pragmatic and expedient politician, the demands of the office, and of 
political necessity, ought largely to determine his actions. Walter Lippmann, 
for example, has written persuasively that the actual situation of the United 
States demands a “deflationary” policy. “Because of the objective situation, 
the task imposed on President Nixon has become one of deflating the econ¬ 
omy, of reducing the political promises, of cutting down the commitments to 
the realities of the human scale (e.g., Vietnam and similar commitments). 
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The role of the deflator is never glamorous. Has there ever been a ‘charis¬ 
matic deflator? 25 Nixon, surely, is not charismatic. Perhaps, as Lippmann 
suggests, it is Nixon s destiny to have his “pragmatic” character exactly fit 
the needs of his time and the mood of the American people. 

What of the needs and aspirations of America and its people that lie outside 
the deflationary situation? These, unfortunately for Nixon, may grow 
larger. The problems of blacks, of youth, of possible recession and uncon¬ 
trollable inflation, of wars and commitments cannot easily be collapsed. Will 
Nixon s sort of non-charismatic leadership succeed in such circumstances, or 
might he tend to lose his “cool”? I confess to a haunting sense of doubt as to 
Nixon s ability to rise to such challenges. 

If Lippmann is right, then Nixon will not be severely “tested.” In that 
case, we need only be on the lookout for certain fundamental features of 
Nixon s character, especially his “pragmatism,” continuously to assert them¬ 
selves. He will continue to anguish over decisions, but will eventually make 
them, often with a good sense of timing. At requisite moments, he will create 
crises, as a means of testing himself and assuring himself greater public 
support. I am positive that he will continue to make irreconcilable state¬ 
ments, such as promising not to embroil America in future Vietnams at the 
same time as he pledges similar assistance to Thailand. He will do this 
because, in the presence of any given audience, Nixon believes implicitly in 
the “lines” he is uttering. I emphasize that he is an “actor,” not an 
“ideologue.” 

Above all, I would stress Nixon’s belief in his own goodness and morality. 
Unselfconsciously, he quotes in Six Crises the faith in him expressed—by 
Whittaker Chambers. “Almost from the first day we met (think, it is already 
12 years ago), Chambers wrote to him, “I sensed in you some quality, 
deep-going, difficult to identify in the world’s glib way, but good, and mean- 
mgfu! for you and multitudes of others” (N, 460). This is the same Nixon, 
however, who seems always to act in an amoral way, and who constantly 
asserts, for example, that “American foreign policy must always be directed 
by the security interests of the United States and not by some vague concept 
of world public opinion ” (M-H, 253). Granted that there is some truth to 
this latter remark, one must question whether “world public opinion” does 
not point to a morality, or immorality, that can lie hidden in a nation’s or an 
individual s pursuit of power under the name of protection and self-defense, 
and should also be taken into account in formulating policy. 

In short, I am suggesting that there is a “blindness” to his own drives and 
desires—and those of America—exhibited by Richard xNixon. If we have 
i lculty in discovering the real Nixon, I believe that our president has 
even greater difficulty. Socrates counsels that “Know Thyself’ is the right 
adage for a successful philosopher. Should a politician also “know himself’? 
Time, and events, alone will tell us whether Nixon has correctly “analyzed” 
his American Dream, or whether a deeper interpretation would be better for 
the health and well-being of America and the world. 
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NOTES 

1. The Wicker comment is in the New York Times Magazine, January 19, 1969, 21; Roveres is 
in ibid, July 20, 1969, 4. 

2. There is a growing literature in this field, most of it stemming from the pioneering work by 
Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York, 1950). My own position is put forth in the 
introduction to Bruce Mazlish (ed.), Psychoanalysis and History (Englewood Cliffs, 1963), and 
“Clio on the Couch: Prolegomena to Psychohistory,” Encounter , XXXI (September 1968), 
46-54. Compare Cushing Strout, “Ego Psychology and the Historian,” History and Theory , VII 
(1968), 281-297. 

3. Earl Mazo and Stephen Hess, Nixon: A Political Portrait (New \ork, 1968), 15. References 
to this book hereinafter will be indicated in the text of the article by M-H, followed by pages. 

4. Nixon spent one summer—Mazo and Hess give his age as fourteen (M-H, 12) during the 
two years with his mother and brother in Prescott, Arizona, putting his nascent oratorical skills 
to work as a barker at a concession in the Slippery Gulch Rodeo (see William Costello, The Facts 
About Nixon: An Unauthorized Biography [New York, 1960], 23). I do not believe, however, that 
this would much affect the feeling that I postulate for Nixon of perceiving, on the unconscious 
level, his mother as “deserting” him. (Incidentally, existing published sources do not allow 7 me to 
establish with certainty the precise dates involved. James Keogh, This Is Nixon [New \ork, 1956], 
25, for example, claims Harold got tuberculosis at age eighteen, and died five years later. On the 
face of it, Mazo and Hess’ dates are more acceptable.) 

5. See, for example, Robert Lifton, “On Death and Death Symbolism ’ and The Hiroshima 
Bomb,” reprinted in History and Human Survival (New York, 1970), and Death in Life: Survivors of 
Hiroshima (New York, 1967). For Nixon’s own account of his feelings about his brother Arthur, 
see the composition that, at age seventeen, he wrote about his sibling; it is reproduced in Bela 
Kornitzer, The Real Nixon: An Intimate Biography (New York, 1960), 61-66. 

6. Richard M. Nixon, Six Crises (New York, 1968), 317. References to this book hereinafter 
will be indicated in the text of the article by N, followed by pages. 

7. Compare Edward Fiske’s article in the New York Times , January 26, 1969, 54. 

8. New York Times Magazine, June 8, 1969, 108. 

9. Ibid, 111. 

10. “Billy Graham’s Own Story: ‘God Is My Witness, ’ Part One,” McCalls, XCI (April, 
1964), 124. Cf. John Pollock, Billy Graham: The Authorized Biography (London, 1966), 18. 

11. There is general agreement that the father, Frank Nixon, was given to fits of anger and 
irritability, and spanked his sons. Whether Hannah also spanked them is unclear, though doing 
so would seem out of character for her. Whether his father actually whipped Richard is also 
unclear, as the following passages from Kornitzer indicate: “Frank s rigid and uncompromising 
attitude, not only towards politics but toward life in general, made life hard for his family. He 
would not hesitate using the strap or rod on the boys when they did wrong, Hannah says, 
‘although I don’t remember that he ever spanked Richard.’ ” When asked directly, Richard 
Nixon told Kornitzer “ ‘Dad played no favorites with us... when you got into mischief, you had 
to be pretty convincing to avoid punishment.... He had a hot temper, and I learned early that 
the only way to deal with him was to abide by the rules he laid down. Otherwise, I would 
probably have felt the touch of a ruler or the strap as my brothers did.’ ” {The Real Nixon, 78-79.) 

12. On a less psychological level, Nixon’s Quaker background must be viewed in connection 
with his entrance to Whittier College, a small Quaker institution, which played a strong role in 
his development, and with such figures in his later political life as Herbert Hoover, a fellow 7 
Californian and Quaker, who from early on seems to have taken a special interest in Nixon. 

13. See Mazo and Hess, Nixon, 258, for a beginning analysis. 

14. Marie Smith, “Nixon’s California Home,” Boston Sunday Globe, July 6, 1969. 

15. See, for example, Harold D. Lasswell, Psychopathology and Politics (Chicago, 1930). 

16. Lawrence F. Schiff, “Dynamic Young Fogies—Rebels on the Right,” Trans-Action, I\ 
(November 1966), 32. 

17. Ibid., 32-33. 
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18. In another account Dr. Upton reportedly added, “But it was a sincere performance, and 
there is nothing perfidious or immoral about being a good actor” (Kornitzer, The Real Nixon, 
107); however, this addition does not undercut the point I am making. 

19. It is interesting to note that Nixon’s foreign policy adviser, Henry A. Kissinger, in his 
psychological study of Bismarck, points out that “the apostle of the claims of power was subject 
to fits of weeping in a crisis.” (“The White Revolutionary: Reflections on Bismarck,” Daedalus, 
XCVII [1968], 890.) A reading of this article opens up fascinating speculations as to the compari- 
sons and transferences Kissinger may be making between Bismarck and Nixon; for example, 
compare also the observation that “It was not that Bismarck lied—this is much too self-conscious 
an act but that he was finely attuned to the subtlest currents of any environment and produced 
measures precisely adjusted to the need to prevail. The key to Bismarck’s success was that he 
was always sincere (898). (In all fairness, I ought to indicate that some of my “transferences,” 
though in a different context, may be spotted in my own article, “James Mill and the Utilita¬ 
rians, ibid., 1036-1061.) Aside from “transferences,” a close reading of Kissinger’s article might 
shed light on some of his, and therefore perhaps President Nixon’s, fundamental foreign policy 
attitudes. 

20. See T. Adorno, et al ., The Authoritarian Personality (New York, 1950), and, on Hitler, for 
example, Robert G. L. Waite, “Adolf Hitler’s Anti-Semitism, A Study in History and Psy¬ 
choanalysis, in Benjamin B. Wolman (ed.). Psychoanalytic Interpretations of History. Foreword by 
William L. Langer (New York: Basic Books, 1971), and “Adolf Hitler’s Guilt Feelings: A Problem 
in History and Psychology,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 1 (Winter 1971): 229-49. 

21. Clearly, much of Nixon s behavior, even in the area of “smearing” and feeling “smeared,” 
is typical behavior of all politicians (which poses some interesting questions as to the nature of 
politics). The problem is in deciding whether the degree of feeling raises it to another level, and 
justifies the term “projection.” 

22. A well-known analysis of the Soviet Politburo in the terms that I have been using is, of 
course, Nathan Leites, A Study of Bolshevism (Glencoe, 1953). 

23. Quite a while after writing this paragraph, I came across some confirmation of my guess 
as to the actual phrase used by Nixon. Steward Alsop, Nixon and Rockefeller: A Double Portrait 
(Garden City, 1960), 63, claims “three people who should know” have Nixon saying “pee or get 
off the pot. My own hunch is still that the language was even stronger than this. After all, one 
of Nixon’s triumphs in college was bringing in a “four holer” to his fraternity. 

24. The entire discussion of the last few pages raises again the issue of what is characteristic of 
all politicians and what is particularly personal to Nixon, a sticky issue for all psychohistorical 
work. The need to believe well of oneself, to think of oneself as principled and fair, and to avoid 
self-examination seems to be a characteristic necessity of politicians as a group; a minimum 
requirement of their egos to sustain them, as the journalist David Broder suggested to me, 
against the terrific competitive pressures of their profession.” So, too, simple political necessity 
forces them often to take public positions during a campaign diametrically opposed to what they 
know to be right and truthful. Once again, then, the question of “degree” arises (as in fn. 21 
above). More than this, however, the question of “fit” also arises: the way in which an individu- 
al s personality allows him to be a “typical” politician (Adlai Stevenson obviously had difficulties 
in this respect), and the ways in which the behavior of politicians “fits” the expectations of their 
constituents. 

25. Walter Lippmann, in The Boston Globe, February 16, 1969. 
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AMERICA’S NEW SURVIVORS 
The Image of My Lai 

Robert Jay Lifton 


Psychohistory, Fred Weinstein and (Jerald Platt argue in a recent interdisciplinary 
text, can be of only limited value as long as it confines itself to biography. In their 
effort to wed psychoanalysis, a preeminently “personal” body of theory, to group 
dynamics, Weinstein and Plan in Psychoanalytic Sociology make a sophisticated effort to 
show links between Freud’s ideas of identification and internalization, and Tallcott 
Parson’s theory of social structure and equilibrium. Without doing that book justice, 
one might introduce it as setting out to demonstrate how sociopolitical change can 
interrupt or frustrate the pattern of life and meaning of symbols that people have 
come to expect. Weinstein and Platt are interested in explaining why, at a particular 
time, large numbers and different kinds of people (by age, class, personality structure) 
all join the same movement. While many pieces in this collection deal suggestively 
with nonbiographieal topics, no one has yet tried to apply Weinstein and Platts 
theoretical formulations to a historical study. One essay that comes close is Robert Jay 
Lifton’s analysis of the soldiers who were involved in a massacre of civilians during 
the Vietnam War. Why, he asks, did so many dissimilar young men suddenly act as 
<ns* if they were a single, insane animal-—-in committing the documented atrocity 
at My Lai? 

Lifton’s chapter first appeared in a 1973 book recounting his interviews and therapy 
sessions with Vietnam veterans who were experiencing serious trouble readjusting to 
civilian life. Whether or not he began his work expecting to find similarities between 
these men and the subjects of his earlier, famous research on the victims of the first 
atom bomb blast on Japan, he soon recognized in the ex-GPs a familiar pattern of 
shock and dislocation. Lifton argues that understanding these veterans—helping them 
to come to terms with their own war experience— requires the concept of the survivor 
syndrome. According to this theory, which Lifton applied in his Hiroshima book, 
persons who survive a massively destructive experience commonly feel a vague unease 


Reprinted with minor alterations from Home from the War; 
Nor Executioners (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), pp. 
Simon and Schuster and Wildwood House Limited. 


Vietnam Veterans: Neither Victims 
35-71, 452-53, by permission of 
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a out eing spared, a guilt that can oppress, give rise to questions about one’s 
destiny, paralyze, or—says Lifton—can contribute while one is in combat to an 
atrocity-producing situation. Welding the men of’Company C together the morning 
they attacked My Lai, aside from their vengeful anger, was their guilt for escaping 
earlier losses. Moreover, Lifton says, they realized that they had not been called upon 
to become heroes ; they were victimized, to some extent at least, having expected 
something else, enraged over the “unheroic” conflict they were thrust into. Thus 
Lifton s chapter resembles Stanley Elkins’s concentration camp analogy in its efforts 
to use clinical evidence in answering historical questions. Because in therapy Vietnam 
vets s owed symptoms of the survivor syndrome, Lifton argues that survivor guilt 
enables us to understand more fully what went wrong at My Lai. 

lifton s finding that in one sense nothing did go w r rong—the troops acted predicta- 
bly given the nature of the war and the shock they survived—was designed to raise its 
own questions. Offering an example of clinical work that provides a framework for 
istorical study, Lifton s analysis of My Lai also shows how important that history 
can e to the discussion of public issues. If we can learn from our past, and if 

psyc otherapy attempts humane healing, it is but a short step from psychohistory to 
political activism. 


THERE IS something special about Vietnam veterans. Everyone who 
has contact with them seems to agree that they are different from veterans of 
other wars. A favorite word to describe them is “alienated.” Veterans Ad¬ 
ministration reports stress their sensitivity to issues of authority and au¬ 
tonomy. This group of veterans is seen as having “greater distrust of institu¬ 
tions and unwillingness to be awed by traditional authorities,” so that “they 
are less willing to be passive recipients of our wisdom.” The individual 
\ ietnam veteran, it is said, ‘feels an intense positive identification with his 
own age group and is part of “an unspoken ‘pact of youth’ which assures 
mutual safety from threats to their sense of Individual identity.” 1 

Even when sufficiently incapacitated to require hospitalization on a VA 
psychiatric ward, Vietnam veterans tend to stress the issue of the generation 
gap and of larger social problems rather than merely their own sickness. And 
there is evidence, confirmed by my own observations, that large numbers of 
them feel themselves to be “hurting” and In need of psychological help but 
avoid contact with the Veterans Administration. They associate it with the 
war military -government establishment, with the forces responsible for a 
hated ordeal, or with their suspicion (whether on the basis of hearsay or 
persona experience) that VA doctors are likely to interpret their rage at 
everyt mg connected with the war as no more than their own individual 
problem. The result has been (again in the words of VA observers) “degrees 
of bitterness, distrust, and suspicion of those in positions of authority and 
responsibility.” J 

To be sure, these patterns can occur in veterans of any war—along with 
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restless shifting of jobs and living arrangements, and difficulty forming or 
maintaining intimate relationships. These precise tendencies among VVorld 
War II veterans, men who had “lost a sense of personal sameness and histori¬ 
cal continuity,” led Erik Erikson to evolve his concepts of “identity crisis” 

and “loss of "ego identity. 7 ” 2 

But these men give the impression of something more. Murray Polner, 
who interviewed more than two hundred Vietnam veterans of diverse views 
and backgrounds concluded that “not one of them hawk, dove, or 
haunted—was entirely free of doubt about the nature of the war and the 
American role in it.” As a group they retain the “gnawing suspicion that ‘it 
was all for nothing. 7 ” Polner concluded that “never before have so many 
questioned as much, as these veterans have, the essential rightness of what 
they were forced to do. 773 Beyond just being young and having been asked to 
fight a war, these men have a sense of violated personal and social order, of 
fundamental break in human connection, which they relate to conditions 
imposed upon them by the war in Vietnam . 4 

Some of the quality of that war experience is revealed in the following 
recollection of My Lai by a GI who was there, and whom I shall henceforth 
refer to as “the My Lai survivor”: 

The landscape doesn’t change much. For days and days you see just about nothing. 
It’s unfamiliar—always unfamiliar. Even when you go back to the same place, its 
unfamiliar. And it makes you feel as though, well, there’s nothing left in the world 

but this. ... You have the illusion of going great distances and traveling like hundreds 

of miles ... and you end up in the same place because you’re only a couple of miles 
away.... But you feel like it’s not all real. It couldn’t possibly be. We couldn t still be 
in this country. We’ve been walking for days.... You’re in Vietnam and they re 
using real bullets.... Here in Vietnam they’re actually shooting people for no rea¬ 
son. ... Any other time you think, it’s such an extreme. Here you can go ahead and 
shoot them for nothing.... As a matter of fact it s even... smiled upon, you ow. 
Good for you. Everything is backwards. That’s part of the kind of unreality of the 
thing. To the grunt [infantryman] this isn’t backwards. He doesn’t under¬ 
stand. ... But something [at My Lai] was missing. Something you thought was real 

that would accompany this. It wasn’t there-There was something missing m the 

whole business that made it seem like it really wasn’t happening.* 

The predominant emotional tone here is all-encompassing absurdity and 
moral inversion. The absurdity has to do with a sense of being alien and 
profoundly lost, yet at the same time locked into a situation as meaningless 


*Note a similar passage from a description of World War I: “How long has it been? Weeks- 
months—years? Only days. We see rime pass in the colourless faces of the dying, we cram 
food into us, we run, we throw, we shoot, we kill, we lie about, we are feeble and spent and 
nothing supports us but the knowledge that there are feebler, still more spent, still more helpless 
ones there who, with staring eyes, look upon us as gods that escaped death many times. 
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and unreal as it is deadly. The moral inversion, eventuating in a sense of evil, 
has to do not only with the absolute reversal of ethical standards but with its 
occurrence in absurdity, without inner justification, so that the killing is 
rendered naked. 

This overall emotional sense, which I came to view as one of absurd evil, is 
conveyed even more forcefully by something said in a rap group by a former 
“grunt.” He had been talking about the horrors of combat and told how, after 
a heavy air strike on an NLF [Viet Cong] unit, his company came upon a 
terrible scene of dismembered corpses. Many of the men then began a kind of 
wild victory dance, in the course of which they mutilated the bodies still 
further. He recalled wondering to himself: 

What am I doing here? We don’t take any land. We don’t give it back. We just 
mutilate bodies. What the fuck are we doing here? 

Whatever the element of retrospective judgment in this kind of recollection, 
the image was characteristic. During another rap group discussion about how 
men felt about what they were doing in Vietnam, a man asked: “What the 
hell was going on? What the fuck were we doing?” 

These questions express a sense of the war’s total lack of order or structure, 
the feeling that there was no genuine purpose, that nothing could ever be 
secured or gained, and that there could be no measurable progress. We may 
say that there was no genuine “script” or “scenario” of war that could provide 
meaning or even sequence or progression, a script within which armies clash, 
battles are fought, won, or lost, and individual suffering, courage, cowardice, 
or honor can be evaluated. Nor could the patrols seeking out an elusive 
enemy, the ambushes in which Americans were likely to be the surprised 
victims, or the search-and-destroy missions” lashing out blindly at noncom- 
atants achieve the psychological status of meaningful combat ritual. Rather, 
these became part of the general absurdity, the antimeaning. So did the 
secret movements” on this alien terrain, since, as one man put it, “Little kids 
could tell us exactly where we would set up the next night.” The men were 
adrift m an environment not only strange and hostile but offering no honora¬ 
ble encounter, no warrior grandeur. 

Now there are mutilations, midst absurdity and evil, in any war. Men who 
fight wars inevitably become aware of the terrible disparity between roman¬ 
tic views of heroism expressed “back home” and the reality of degradation 
and unspeakable suffering they have witnessed, experienced, and caused. 

t * ie answer S’ ven by Audie Murphy, much-decorated hero of 

or ar II, to the question put to him about how long it takes a man to get 
over his war experiences. Murphy’s reply, recorded in his obituary, was that 
one never does. What he meant was that residual inner conflicts—survivor 
conflicts stay with one indefinitely. These conflicts, as I was able to 
genera ize from my Hiroshima work, have to do with anxiety in relationship 
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to an indelible death imprint, death guilt inseparable from that imprint, 

various forms of prolonged psychic numbing and suppression of feeling, 
profound suspicion of the counterfeit (or of “counterfeit nurturanee ), and an 
overall inability to give significant inner form—to “formulate one s war- 
linked death immersion. This impaired survivor formulation undoubtedly 
was a factor in Murphy’s repeated difficulties and disappointments after his 
return from his war, as it has been in the unrealized lives and premature 
deaths of many war heroes.* 

Yet veterans have always come to some terms with their war experiences 

through some formulation of their survival that permits them to o\ ercome 
much of their death anxiety and death guilt, diffuse suspiciousness and 
numbing. Crucial even to this partial resolution of sunivor conflict is the 

veteran’s capacity to believe that his war had purpose and significance be¬ 
yond the immediate horrors he witnessed. He can then connect his own 
actions with ultimately humane principles, and can come to feel that he had 
performed a dirty but necessary job. He may even be able to experience 
renewed feelings of continuity or symbolic immortality around these larger 
principles, side by side with his residual survivor pain and conflict. 

But the central fact of the Vietnam War was that no one really believed in 
it. The larger purposes put forth to explain the American presence- 
repelling outside invaders, or giving the people of the South an opportunity 
to choose their own form of government—were directly contradicted by the 
overwhelming evidence a GI encountered that be was the outside invader, 
that the government he had come to defend was justly hated by the people 
he had come to help, and that he, the American helper was hated by them 
most of all . 6 Even those who seemed to acquiesce to these claims did so, as 
Polner’s findings suggest, with profound inner doubt, and in response to 
tenuous and defensive “psychological work. 

Nor did many actually fighting the war take seriously the quasi-religious 
impulse to “fight the communists.” Rather, their gut realization that some- 


*A more extreme parallel is the case of Sergeant Dwight W. Johnson, who won a Medal of 
Honor in Vietnam for racing through heavy crossfire to rescue a close buddy from a burning 
tank, and then, when the tank had exploded killing the rest of its inhabitants, hunting down and 
killing face-to-face, in retaliatory rage, five to twenty Vietnamese soldiers. He required psychi¬ 
atric hospitalization immediately after the episode, as he did later on back m the United Stat , 
when he was thought to be suffering from “depression caused by post-Vietnam adjustment 
problems." He never got over his persistent “bad dreams,” his guilt over having survived whi e 
his buddies died—or, as one psychiatrist put it, for “winning a high honor for the one time m his 
life when he lost complete control of himself,” which made him wonder: ’What would happen if 
I lost control of myself in Detroit and behaved like I did m Vietnam?’ Three years after is 
heroic episode, he was killed, at the age of twenty-four, by the manager of a grocery store he was 
alleged to have attempted to hold up at gunpoint. All this was recorded in a New York Times 
obituary of May 26, 1971, as was his mother’s concluding comment: Sometimes I wonder i 
S kip [Sergeant Johnson] tired of this life and needed someone else to pull the trigger. 
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thing was wrong with this war was expressed in combat briefings (often by 
lieutenants or captains) as described to me by a number of former GIs: 

I don’t know why Fm here. You don’t know why you're here. But since we’re both 
here, we might as well try to do a good job and do our best to stay alive. 

This was the very opposite of calling forth a heroic ideal or an immortaliz¬ 
ing purpose. And while it is true that survival is the preoccupation of men in 
any w ar, this kind of briefing was not only a total disclaimer of any purpose 
beyond survival but a direct transmission of the absurdity and antimeaning 
pervading the Vietnam War. That transmission had a distinct psychological 
function. It inserted a modicum of out-front honesty into the situation’s basic 
absurdity, so that the absurdity itself could be shared; it paved the way for 
the intense cooperation, brotherhood, and mutual love characteristic of and 
necessary to military combat. In the end, however, everybody felt the ab¬ 
sence of larger purpose. Hence the deadpan professional observation by a 
Veterans Administration psychiatrist, in response to a query from his chief 
medical director concerning the special characteristics and problems of the 
“Vietnam Era Veteran”: “Vietnam combat veterans tend to see their experi¬ 
ence as an exercise in survival rather than a defense of national values.” 7 

The distinction is important. Huizinga, in discussing the connection be¬ 
tween play and war, speaks of the concept of the “ordeal,” its relationship to 
“the idea of glory,” and ultimately to the warrior’s quest for “a decision of 
holy validity.” 8 This theological vocabulary conveys well the immortalizing 
appeal battle holds for the warrior. But in Vietnam one underwent the 
“ordeal” or test without the possibility of that “idea of glory” or “decision of 
holy validity.” There was all of the pain but none of the form. 

What we find instead is best understood as an atrocity-producing situation . It 
is created by a special combination of elements that Jean-Paul Sartre has 
described as inevitably genocidal: a counterinsurgency war undertaken by an 
advanced industrial society against a revolutionary movement of an underde¬ 
veloped country, in which the revolutionary guerrillas are inseparable from 
the rest of the population. Those elements in turn contributed greatly to the 
draconian American military policies in Vietnam: the “free-fire zone” (where 
every civilian was a target), and the “search-and-destroy mission” (on which 
everyone and everything could be killed, or as the expression had it, 
“wasted”); the extensive use of plant defoliants that not only destroyed the 
overall ecology of Vietnam but, if encountered in sufficient concentration by 
pregnant women, human embryos as well; and the almost random saturation 
of a small country with an unprecedented level of technological destruction 
and firepow ? er both from the air and on the ground. These external historical 
factors and military policies led, in turn, to a compelling internal sequence 
that constituted the psychological or experiential dimension of the atrocity- 
producing situation. 
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My Lai provides a grotesque illustration of that sequence, and makes clear 
that the psychology of the survivor is central even to the killing process. I was able to 
reconstruct events at My Lai on the basis of my interviews with the veteran 
who had been there, additional informal talks with several writers who have 
investigated various aspects of the atrocity, and descriptions of the event in 
various articles and books. 9 My assumption, based upon all this (and much 
other) evidence was that My Lai was exceptional only in its dimensions, and 
that these very dimensions reveal the essence of the atrocity-producing situa¬ 
tion. 

Many forms of desensitization and rage contributed to My Lai, some of 
them having to do with specifically American aberrations around race, class, 
and masculinity. But my assumption in speaking of an atrocity-producing 
situation was that, given the prevailing external conditions, men of very 
divergent backgrounds—indeed just about anyone —can enter into the “psy¬ 
chology of slaughter.” 10 This assumption was born out by an examination of 
the step-by-step sequence by which the American men who eventually went 
to My Lai came to internalize and then act upon an irresistible image of 
slaughter. 

During basic training, the men encountered (as did most recruits) drill 
sergeants and other noncommissioned officers who were veterans of 
Vietnam, and as such had a special aura of authority and demonic mystery. 
From these noncoms the recruit heard stories of Vietnam, of how tough and 
“dirty, rotten, and miserable” (as one remembered being told) it was there. 
He also heard descriptions of strange incidents in which it became clear that 
Vietnamese civilians were being indiscriminately killed tales of Americans 
creeping up to village areas and tossing grenades into hootches, of artillery 
strikes on inhabited areas, and of brutal treatment of Vietnamese picked up 
during patrols or combat sweeps. Sometimes pictures of badly mutilated 
Vietnamese corpses were shown to him to illustrate the tales. 

Here and later on there is a striking contrast between the formal instruc¬ 
tion (given rotely if at all) to kill only military adversaries, and the informal 
message (loud and clear) to kill just about everyone. That message, as the My 
Lai survivor put it, was that “It’s okay to kill them, and in fact That s what 
you’re supposed to do”—or as a former marine received it: “You’ve gotta go 
to Vietnam, you’ve gotta kill the gooks.” 11 The process resembles the 
Japanese use of haragei or “stomach talk”—perhaps more accurately trans¬ 
lated as a “gut message”—in which what is really meant and acted upon is the 
opposite of what is actually said. Thus, Japanese statesmen, toward the end 
of World War II, publicly proclaimed that Japan must fight to the last man; 
the meaning intended—Japan has no recourse but to surrender—was consid¬ 
ered too dangerous to state directly because of the threat of right-wing assas¬ 
sinations. Not surprisingly, there was considerable confusion about what the 
words were actually supposed to mean. 12 Similarly, American leaders found 
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it politically inexpedient, and morally unacceptable (to themselves as well as 
to others) to state outright that all Vietnamese (or “gooks”) were fair game; 
instead they turned the other cheek, underwent their own psychic numbing, 
while permitting—indeed making inevitable—the message of slaughter.* In 
both cases the stomach talk reflected profound moral contradictions— 
something close to what we shall later speak of as a counterfeit universe—as 
well as deep-seated ambivalence all around. But in contrast to the Japanese 
ambiguity, the American version was all too clear, the message unmistakable. 

Thus the message of slaughter became inseparable from the death-and- 
rebirth process of basic training. The coercive desymbolization of basic 
training, its “systematic stripping process” in which the civilian self was “de¬ 
liberately denuded” so that the recruit could “reject his preexisting iden¬ 
tity ... envelope himself instead in the institutional identity of the military 
organization... [and] accept his impotence in the face of military discipline 
and recognize the crushing recrimination it can inflict if he should seek to 
challenge it”—all this became a means by which he was not only “accultu- 
rated to the military system” but also acculturated, in an anticipatory sense, 
to the atrocity-producing situation awaiting him in Vietnam. The “masculine 
initiation rite” of basic training and the “manly status” 15 acquired in it be¬ 
came inseparable from what is best called the machismo of slaughter. That 
machismo was in turn directly associated with simple fear, with the message 
that any Vietnamese—man, woman, or infant—may be setting the booby 
trap that will kill you—the implication being that to survive you must “kill 
them all.” 

For many at My Lai the message was reinforced in concrete racial terms by 
the special environment of the “Jungle Training Center” at Schofield Bar¬ 
racks in Hawaii: facsimile Vietnamese village with booby-trapped huts and 
slant-eyed dummy targets. There Charlie Company of the Americal Divi¬ 
sion, initially in disarray, was taken over and revitalized by an able and on 
the whole well-liked commanding officer, whose somewhat over-zealous in¬ 
clinations earned him the nickname “Mad Dog Medina.” The by-now specific 
image of slaughter became more intense and immediate shortly after the 
company’s arrival in Vietnam. They quickly became aware of random kill- 

*Sometimes the informal message of slaughter can be conveyed by such crude symbolism as 
what the marines came to call the “rabbit lesson”: On the last day before leaving for Vietnam, 
the staff NCO holds a rabbit as he lectures on escape, evasion, and survival in the jungle. The 
men become intrigued by the rabbit, fond of it, and then the NCO “cracks it in the neck, skins 
it, disembowels it... and then they throw the guts out into the audience.” As one marine 
explained: “You can get anything out of that you want, but that’s your last lesson you catch in 
the United States before you leave for Vietnam.” 13 Prior to the exposure of My Lai, very little 
was likely to be said about those provisions of the U.S. Army Field Manual, “The Law of Land 
Warfare,” which define as war crimes various forms of massacres and atrocities including the 
killing or harming of civilians and specify that “members of the Armed Forces are bound to obey 
only lawful orders.” 14 And when these principles were taught, that unconvincing lesson was 
likely to be treated as “stomach talk” for the more compelling rabbit-lesson principle. 
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ins: “If you can shoot artillery and bombs in there every night,” one of the 
men was quoted as saying, “how can the people in there be worth so 
much ?” 16 Still more graphic was the sight of a troop earner driving by with 
“about twenty human ears tied to the antenna .” 17 The men were at first 
shocked (“It was kind of hard to believe. They actually had ears on the 
antenna”), but not long afterwards some of the men, having spotted a tew 
Vietcong and called in artillery, came back with an ear of their own to the 
approval of their commanding officer: “Medina was happy; it was his first 
kill ” 18 Others began to mark their estimated kills u’lth notches on their n es. 
The imagery is that of the hunt. The “animals” one shoots serve merely to 
provide trophies, evidence of one’s prowess. 

But the men were hardly relaxed in their “ S port”-the company spent its 
first ten weeks in Vietnam in a confusing, fatiguing, and frightening combi¬ 
nation of construction work, patrols, and fruitless maneuvers. The men 
underwent a gradual but profound process of numbing, re ecte in ® 
increasing callousness and brutality toward Vietnamese. ey justi le 
behavior by the unpredictability and “unfairness” of an environment m 
which friendly gestures toward a particular village were no guarantee agains^ 
sniper fire: “We give the medical supplies and they come and kick our ass. 
This image of justified slaughter was furthered by the resentful observation 
that South Vietnamese troops seemed to be “laying around doing nothing, 
causing the men to wonder, “Why should I fight for them? Still stronger 
feelings could be expressed on a similar basis, as quoted to me during an 
individual interview: “I’m gonna go out and get me a gook—because those 

bastards are responsible for me being here. A 

And there was the perpetually enraging elusiveness of the enemy, as d - 

scribed by the My Lai survivor: 

No matter how much effort you put into it, you can’t find him. You can ’ C ' a >,>^ 
hands on him. And the fact that he also might be anywhere, you know - , as * ou £ 
you were hunting a specific deer and you don’t know which one it is and there a dee 

herd all over you. 

There is in other words, confusion and reversal within this hunting image: 
the invisible enemy, being able to track down the GI, becomes the hunter 
the GI the hunted.* The only possibility for overcoming this combination of 
helpless passivity, bitter impotence, and general terror lay in a real confronta¬ 
tion with the enemy-in getting him (as some of the men would put it) to 
stand up and fight like a man.” For the men of Company C that idea of a true 
battle—of a genuine ordeal —became something of a dream, no doubt both 
wishful and fearful. 

*The “deer” in the image suggest a sense of one’s enemies as relatively gentle creatures, as does 
a gld deal of additionaf imagery in which genuinely human contact wuhthe V.etcong and 
North Vietnamese is sought. But they can also be seen as tough determmed, and strong; and 
where there has been evidence of mutilanons by them, as brutal. 
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The combat they actually did experience over the next month hardly lived 
up to that dream. Instead of a proud ordeal, they experienced only a series of 
hit-and-run blows and losses. There was the first death, always a profound 
event for men in combat, shattering the myth of group invulnerability and 
thrusting the men into the conflicts of the survivor. Each inwardly asks 
himself the terrible survivor question—“Why did he die, and not me?” Each 
struggles with the unconscious sense that his own life was purchased through 
his buddy’s death, with the variety of ways in which he feels responsible for 
that death. One must make it up to the man killed, do something that gives 
significance to his death, in order to justify one’s own survival and avoid the 
experience of overwhelming death guilt. 20 In combat that means getting back 
at the enemy, and in most wars there are prescribed forms for doing that— 
battlefield rituals in which one can demonstrate courage and initiative that 
take their toll on the enemy. In the absence of such forms, and for the most 
part of a visible enemy, the men were left with their acute survivor grief, 
with their sense of guilt and loss, which could in turn become quickly trans¬ 
formed into rage. 

Hence, Company C’s first death—that of a GI named Bill Weber—was 
“the turning point. Suddenly we realized a guy could get killed out there. So 
let’s get our revenge before we go.” Their lieutenant also changed: “He was 
no longer a GI [preoccupied with petty regulations]. He got to be a savage 
too.” 21 After several additional ambushes in which men were wounded, the 
company experienced its greatest blow: a minefield disaster in which twenty 
percent of the men were incapacitated—four killed and twenty-eight severely 
wounded (another report had six killed and twelve severely wounded). Now 
survivor guilt became much greater: “There were men dying,” as one of them 
later put it, “and you weren’t one of them.” More than guilt, there was the 
sense that the company as a unit—virtually the entire universe the men then 
inhabited—had been annihilated. Extreme images were needed to recon¬ 
struct self and world, and these, not surprisingly, took the form of absolute 
revenge. Fantasies previously held by individual men now were pooled, as 
the My Lai survivor recalls, into open discussions of “wiping the whole place 
out,” or what he called “the Indian idea... the only good gook is a dead 
gook.” The idea of the enemy, though increasingly hazy, was also broadly 
extended to include “anybody but them, anybody but an American sol¬ 
dier.”* 

Finally, there was Sergeant Cox—blown to pieces by an artillery shell he 
found in a booby trap he was attempting to dismantle. These hidden, hand¬ 
set, and grotesquely deadly arrangements, released by either direct touch, a 

*The My Lai survivor claimed that there was strong evidence that the mines had been set, not 
by Vietcong, but by our Korean allies who had encamped in that area a short time before— 
which would place much of the responsibility with higher American headquarters, since they 
would presumably have been notified about the mines by the South Koreans. In any case, he 
noted that the men resisted this idea and preferred to place all the blame on the Vietcong (or “the 
gooks”) so that their imagery of revenge could remain justified. 
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timing device, or (through wiring) by the hand of an outsider obser , 
contributed greatly to the combination of helplessness and terror the men 
felt. The name given to the devices suggests the sense m whic t ey y 

maim the victim but make him into a hoodwinked fool-they are «£«]*£ 
the booby .” 22 The men had special feelings toward Cox, an older person with 
extensive war experience whom many of them leaned on for emotional sup¬ 
port. His grotesque death exacerbated their sense of loss their fear and 
above all their rage. The next day a memorial service was held for Cox and 
for the others recently killed. The importance of the occasion was markedby 
the presence of a chaplain, but the main statement ma e m as t e com 
eulogy-pep talk delivered by Captain Medina the Company Commander. 

Eulogies have the function of extending the significance of the life just 
ended; survivors can then justify remaining alive by taking on the mission of 
perpetuating that life, by carrying on the dead man s work. There are m y 
versions of that Medina said that day, but all accounts agree: that he spoke 
movingly about Cox and the other men who had been killed, broughtHus 
listeners close to tears, and provided them with a compelling survivor mis- 
sion. It was something like: 

We lost a lot of guys. Pinkville caused us a lot of hell. Now we’re gonna get our 
revenge. Everything goes . 23 

Or, as the My Lai survivor recalls Medina saying, “Here’s omdtanceto get 
back at them ... There are no innocent civilians in this ^ 

men listening could conclude: “We were supposed to ^ J " 
area-waste it.” Others remembered similar phrases such as kill everything 
Tthe village” or “destroy everything with life” 2 *-the message somewhere 
in-between exhortation and military orders and perhaps Reived as bo^h^ 
There was also the strong impression (according to the My 
“he wanted a big body count... [because] this was a chance to go out and 
really show the brigade that we’re something.” Whatever Medmaj ac^ 
words his eulogy-pep talk provided the men with a concrete survivor mis 
sion’ that gave significance to deaths being mourned. Now they had a 
psychological link between the deaths that had so overwhelmed them and the 
actions they could take in order to reconstitute themselves^ children 
Medina apparently did not give a direct order to kill women and ch.ld . 
Rather, he combined “combat orders” from above, his own impulses 
zealous officer, and an appeal to the shared emotional state of his 
company-which, within the standards prevailing in that environment, re¬ 
nter investigations of My Lai revealedthat Medma a trended J Wg^level^bnefing 

SsssSsssssss^^^ 

then he wanted livestock and chickens run off, killed, or destroyed. 
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suited in a logic of slaughter. His talk was both command and release—as the 
My Lai survivor put it, u more or less permission . .. just sort of like, "You can 
do it-Whatever you do is up to you.'"' 

Medina's talk also enabled the men to form a rather strong psychic image 
anticipating their actions the next day, the day of My Lai.* The nature of 
that image undoubtedly varied, and in many cases contained elements of 
actual combat; but it mainly had to do with diffuse destruction and killing. 
'Thus, one of the men recalled that, as he listened to Medina talking ot 
burning huts, destroying livestock and food supplies, and poisoning wells, 
another man leaned toward his ear and said; “lt\s gonna be a slaughter, you 
watch.” 26 The My Lai survivor described his own anticipatory image, 
which, significantly, was in the third person; 

1'hey could run into a bunch of ARVNs [South Vietnamese troops] and wipe them 
out—or Koreans and wipe them out... or they could run into a hunch of civilians. 

1 thought one way or another somelnnly is going to get shot to pieces and it would just 
as soon he civilians.... 

Following an artillery and gunship assault, the men landed from their 
helicopters at about 8:00 a.m. on the day of My Lai, fully armed for combat. 
The killings started almost immediately—some of them seemingly random 
and individual, but the larger number performed en masse, after “herding” 
together groups of men, women, and children, and then firing into them. 
Some Vietnamese were first manhandled; several of the young women were 
raped and then killed; homes were set fire, and livestock were shot. The 
killing was consistent with the men’s anticipatory image of slaughter; it was 
exacerbated by the direct zeal of certain individuals— as for instance, by the 
now well-known orders of Lieutenant William I,. Calley to “take care of’ and 
“waste” large groups of captured Vietnamese. There was at no time any 
opposition, and no Vieteong were found. Most of the killing was done during 
the first two hours. By the time the company took its lunch break at about 
1 LOO a.m., between four hundred and five hundred residents of the village 
were dead. It later turned out that an additional hundred Vietnamese were 
killed that morning in the neighboring village by another company from the 
same task force involved in the same “combat operation.” 27 

During all this killing the men behaved in many ways as if they were in a 
combat situation. The My Lai survivor noted that they kneeled and 
crouched while shooting — “like some kind of fire fight with somebody.” For, 
as he went on to explain: 

If you’re actually thinking in terms of a massacre of murder, going in and shooting a 
bunch of defenseless people, why crouch? Why get down? Why do any of this? You 

*This kind of anticipatory image is of enormous importance, as it has a great deal to do with 
the kind ofbehavior that follows. One can in fact say that all behavior occurs in response to some 
form of anticipatory image, which is in turn continuously modified on the basis of past and 
immediate experience. These issues are discussed at greater length in Lifton, The Broken Connec¬ 
tion: On Death and the Continuity of Life , New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979. 





America’s new survivors 


37 5 


must have something else on your mind. You must be thinking there’s a possibility 
that you’re going to get it yourself... that they pose some kind of a threat to you- 

He went even further in emphasizing the confused perceptions of the men 
(his continued use of the second person suggesting that he himself shared 
some of this confusion): “Because your judgment is all screwed up... they 
actually look like the enemy, or what you think is the enemy.” What this, 
along with much additional evidence, suggests is that there existed in Ameri¬ 
can soldiers at My Lai (and at other scenes of atrocity) the illusion, however 
brief, that, in gunning down old men, women, and babies, they had finally 
“engaged the enemy”—had finally got him to “stand up and fight.” 

One could say that the men sought to make this their “baptism of fire.” 
The term is used for a soldier’s first experience of actual combat conditions 
and is associated with the idea discussed earlier of an immortalizing ordeal. 
The combat conditions the men had already experienced—humiliating skir¬ 
mishes and devastating encounters with mines and booby traps—lacked suffi¬ 
cient nobility or possibility for glory to qualify for this general category. So 
they sought their baptism, their beginning ordeal, at My Lai, and when that 
did not qualify either they acted as though it did. They were engaged in a 
double level of “play”: military combat, in any case, is a male game and they 
were engaged in a particularly murderous imitation (as-if rendition) of the 
game of combat. Even the play element, in other words, was degraded and 
desymbolized. 

I thus encountered conflicting descriptions about the kind of emotion 
Americans demonstrated at My Lai. Some recollections had them gunning 
down the Vietnamese with “no expression on... [their] faces ... very busi¬ 
nesslike,” 28 with “breaks” for cigarettes or refreshments. Yet others de¬ 
scribed the men as having become “wild” or “crazy” in their killing, raping, 
and destroying. The My Lai surv ivor described one GI engaging in a “mad 
chase” after a pig, which he eventually bayoneted; and others, in uncon¬ 
trolled ways, tossing grenades or firing powerful weapons into the fragile 
“hootches” that made up the village. There is psychological truth in both 
descriptions. The businesslike demeanor of the men had to do with their 
advanced state of psychic numbing, a state enhanced by their (partial) sense 
of carrying out orders and of thereby being engaged in a “professional” 
military endeavor. The wildness and craziness had to do not only with the 
actual nature of what was going on (and the capacity of an observer to 
separate himself sufficiently from the situation, then or later, to contrast it 
with normal behavior) but also with the passions that lay beneath the numb¬ 
ing: the force of the “survivor mission,” propelled as it was by death anxiety 
and death guilt. Thus, as they killed, the men were said to have shouted such 
things as “VC bastards, you dirty VC bastards,” and “that’s for Bill Weber,” 
and “Cry, you dirty gook bastards, cry like you made us cry.” 29 They were 
“bearing witness” to the deaths of their buddies; only later could many come 
to understand that it had been false witness. Underneath the combination of 



376 


ROBERT JAY LIFTON 


numbness and passion in each man was the central or controlling image of 
slaughter energizing the actions of virtually all of them. 

To be sure the image was accompanied by doubt (“We only had a half- 
assed idea of what we were supposed to do” 30 ) to the point of emptiness: 
“The people didn’t know what they were dying for and the guys didn’t know 
why they were shooting them.” 31 Yet that very emptiness and absurdity 
served as a further impetus toward killing—toward pressing the logic of 
slaughter to the very end, until some kind of meaning could be squeezed from 
it. The illusion—the as-if situation—is pressed to the limit, until one has no 
choice but to see it as real.* 

For example, one very confused young soldier remembered, in the midst 
of the My Lai holocaust, trying to make up his mind whether or not to kill a 
dazed little boy with one arm already shot off. He remembered thinking that 
the boy was about the same age as his own sister, and found himself wonder¬ 
ing, “What if a foreign army was in my country and a soldier was looking at 
my sister just as I’m looking at this little boy. Would that foreign soldier have 
the guts to kill my sister?” He decided, “If he’d have the guts then I’d have 
the guts,” and pulled the trigger. 33 So strong was the collective image (and 
now, program) of slaughter that intimations of wrongdoing or absurdity had 
to be subsumed by it, explained away within that image. By means of this 
bizarre criterion for guts or courage, the murder of a child is turned into a test 
or an ordeal. One met the test and stamped out inner doubt by carrying out 
the most extreme moral inversion and seeing the whole thing through to the 
end. 

There was both compulsion and satisfaction in doing so. The My Lai 
veteran spoke of the killing as “scratching an itch... it’s going to drive you 
nuts unless you do it.” And he went on to explain: 

You have a need to explode... and... like in Korea... and in World War II you 
could do it. When they used to have those battles I imagine a lot of guys were really 
tremendously relieved.... [At My Lai] they could just sit there and mow them 
down. And that’s what I guess they wanted to do. 

He admitted experiencing a similar impulse, which he consciously re¬ 
strained: 


*The process of rendering the as-if situation real, by means of accelerating slaughter, is 
described by another GI in relationship to a different atrocity: 

■ ■ • wandering and peeking around between hootches and inside hootches we realized we were just in a 
village... and they were going about their tasks, hardly noticing us until we came in strength. That is, fifteen 
or twenty of us showed up at once. And then all of a sudden they... got a little excited... pretty soon... a 
couple of the NCOs were shouting orders to “take those two and put them over here and this one and put him 
with those two. And pretty soon we had a crowd of people there, all yelling and screaming and kicking and 
wondering what’s going on.... Pretty soon... a shot or two’d go off and somebody would yell: “You dirty 
\ ietcong bastard 1”—you know, something like this.... I fired into the crowd myself in the excitement. And I 
saw a few people go down.... It was horrifying to me at the moment. But in order to justify it I did it more, 
you know. It doesn’t seem logical, I guess. But as you do something absurd sometimes you... add to it, or 
maybe do it repetitively just to make that appear to be... some part of your makeup_ 32 


America’s new survivors 


377 


It’s a matter of controlling it, you know, saying, “Well... no, I can’t do that. That’s 
not right. I’d sure like to.”... I think I can understand the men in the company 
because the things that were working on them were working on me too. 

Another GI compared the situation to “the first time you mastur¬ 
bate_You feel guilty because you think you shouldn’t do it, yet some¬ 

where you heard that it’s perfectly natural and anyhow it’s irresistible, so 
what the hell .” 34 

Beyond this masturbatory imagery, there is sexual innuendo throughout 
the descriptions of My Lai—the sense of men who had been inactivated and 
rendered impotent suddenly asserting a form of violent omnipotence. The 
pattern is epitomized by the rape-murders which took place. In one of these, 
as described by Gershen, a GI finds a girl alone outside of a hut, forces her 
inside, tears her clothes off, and just before mounting her has the following 
thoughts, paraphrased by Gershen: 

... you dirty bitch you killed Wilson and you killed Weber and Cox and Rotger and 
Bell, and you got me out here and look what you’re making me do and look what my 
buddies are doing, and I hate this war and it’s your fault that I’m here. 35 

Though she resisted him at first, according to the account, she gradually 
showed pleasure and sexual passion. But the GI, still in a state of rage and 
confusion, shot her and burned the hut, “Because [still in Gershen s para¬ 
phrase] he knew he hated these people and he didn’t know why he was doing 
it ” The rape scene undoubtedly lent itself to distortions in its re-creation, 
but the way in which the rape itself is subsumed to the false witness of the 
survivor mission of “revenge,” and ultimately to the overall image of slaugh¬ 
ter, is nonetheless significant. 

Some experienced a more general sense of satisfaction. Paul Meadlo, who 
did considerable firing and killing, much of it in compliance with Calleys 
on-the-spot orders, said (during a television interview eighteen months later) 
that immediately after My Lai he “felt good.” He explained that feeling more 
fully on another occasion: 

I lost buddies. I—I lost—I lost a good, damn buddy, Bobby Wilson. And it was on 
my conscience. So after I done it I felt good. But later on that day, it kept getting to 

me. 36 

Meadlo also said (during the same television interview) that “It seemed like 
the natural thing to do at the time.”* “Natural” here (as in the earlier reference 
to masturbation) means that slaughter was the norm in that situation; that it 

♦Later Meadlo’s public position hardened, undoubtedly because of both legal and psychologi¬ 
cal pressures. During the Calley trial he pointedly used the term “Vietcong” as interchangeable 
with My Lai villagers, and when asked about having joined in shooting women and babies sitting 
on the ground, he answered: “1 assumed at every minute that they would counterbalance 
[counterattack]... [by means of] some sort of chain or a little string they had to give a little pull 
and they blow us up, things like that.” 37 
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was psychologically necessary and felt psychologically right (however tem¬ 
porarily). In this sense the whole massacre was a “natural” consummation of 
the collective “survivor mission” and accompanying image of slaughter. Once 
begun, the slaughter was self-perpetuating; each expression of it confirmed 
and strengthened the overall image. Carrying the massacre through to the 
end was related not only to completion or consummation but also perhaps to 
an impulse, at whatever level of consciousness, not to leave survivors to tell 
the tale. (As it turned out, there were survivors, both Vietnamese and 
American, who did just that.) 

The sense of their survivor mission having been accomplished gave the 
men, almost for the first time, a sense that their efforts—their very deaths— 
had significance: “Until now, we were dying uselessly,” 38 was the way one of 
them put it. Men who had been extremely tense and distraught since the 
minefield incident now (according to the My Lai survivor) “more or less 
loosened up” and “seemed more relaxed.” More than that, the company 

became more effective.”* Moreover, right after My Lai the Vietcong “dis- 
appeared,” company casualties dropped, and “It seemed... there wasn’t any 
threat anymore.” Though he knew that there were other reasons for these 
developments, such as better awareness of minefields and the NLF’s hit- 
and-run tactics, the overall psychic effect was that My Lai “almost made 
some kind of sense.” He compared the situation to “baking something,” using 
the wrong formula and the wrong ingredients and yet having it “work.” And 
since “Everything seemed to fit.... it made my arguments [against what was 
done at My Lai] sound a little bit hollow.” 

Buoyed by their new confidence, he explained, the men went on to find 
justification for what they did, claiming “They were all VC anyhow, and VC 
couldn’t get along without their support”—even down to the killing of in¬ 
fants: “Well, they’ll grow up [to help the VC].” Unlike higher military 
authorities, the men in no way sought to cover up what they had done—at 
least not to one another. On the contrary, they seemed pleased at their 
change in fortune: “Now instead of discussing the horrors of the minefield 
incident, My Lai was the new thing they had to talk about.” They compared 
notes, often boastfully, in the manner of men looking back at a battle: 

How many did you get?... It was really something terrific.... How many I 
got... the record and all this other stuff. One guy was very proud of the record. It 
was over one hundred-There were probably a lot of exaggerations. 

There were also extensive and admiring discussions about technical function¬ 
ing of weapons the damage done by grenades, forty-five-caliber automatic 
pistols, and the extent to which a seventy-nine artillery shell will blow some- 
one to pieces. In all this they were recreating My Lai, treating it as if it were a 

*He thought that replacements the company received could have been helpful as well. In any 
case this new effectiveness was, at best, short-lived—before long the units involved at My Lai 
were broken up, and the entire Americal Division was disbanded. 
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great battle and a noble victory, and themselves as if they were all-powerful 
warrior-heroes who had magnificently endured their ordeal. 

This kind of post-slaughter rationalizing and boasting was partly in the 
service of suppressing doubts about whether My Lai qualified ^ that kind ol 
immortalizing event, doubts that could lead to the kind of guilt Paul Meadlo 
referred to when he said, “Later on that day, it kept getting to me.” The next 
day Meadlo accidentally triggered a mine that blew off his right foot, Since 
he was quoted at the time as saying “God punished me and as angn y 
informing Lieutenant Calley that “God will punish you for what you made 
me do,” it was quite possible that self-punitive components of his sense of 
guilt contributed to this accident. For residual guilt was undoubtedly strong 
in many of the men, and was to emerge in various forms later on. More 
impressive, however, and much more disturbing, is the extent to which guilt 
could be at least temporarily refused or sloughed off by means of the ad¬ 
vanced numbing and perverse meaning extracted from the many levels of as 
if” pervading the environment. The most malignant actions can be performed 
with minimal guilt if there is a structure of meaning justifying them, even an 
illusory pseudo-formulation of the kind existing at My Lai. Only when 
achieving a certain independence from that environment and its pseudo¬ 
formulation can one begin to experience an appropriate sense of guilt. This 
way of avoiding guilt can render extremely dangerous any group of more or 
less ordinary people (that is, devoid of any diagnosable psychiatric .1 ness 
who happen to possess lethal weapons, while themselves possessed by let a 

(and numbed) impulses toward false witness. . ~ 

This state of numbed false witness was the norm at My Lai, as it was tor 
Americans throughout Vietnam. One had to be a bit exceptional or in that 
situation “abnormal,” in order to avoid taking part m slaughter. The My Lai 
survivor, who did not fire at My Lai, was heard muttering during the killing, 
“It’s wrong, it’s wrong.” But he had long been “maladjusted to the combat 
situation—not in the sense of being unable or unwilling to fight, as he be¬ 
lieved in his country and was a soldier of outstanding size, strength, and 
ability—but in his mounting disapproval of the way the men in his unit were 
treating the Vietnamese, and his increasing alienation from them on that 
basis. Well before My Lai he had reached the point where “I often got along 
better with the Vietnamese than with the guys in my outfit.” 

While it is difficult to know exactly why he was able to join the handful of 
men who stepped out of the norm and did not participate in the firing, three 
long-standing psychological patterns seemed significant. First, he had sensi- 

*Gershen describes the men in Charlie Company whom he visited more than fgh^nmonths 
after My Lai, as “frightened, conscience-stricken, terrified kids. One of them si 
in front of his eyes af night," another “feels terribly guilt-ridden,” two more have hadl nervous 
breakdowns,” and at least four have difficulty finding or holding orconcentranngat jobs _Nor 
did refraining from killing at My Lai prevent one from feeling guilty later on, as in the case of 
man we have been referring to as the My Lai survivor. 
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tive access to guilt on the basis of particularly strong feelings of right and 
wrong imbued by family and by protracted Catholic religious training. Sec¬ 
ond, his lifelong inclination to be a loner, to engage in activities that kept him 
both physically and psychically separated from others, helped him to main¬ 
tain a certain degree of autonomy from group influence and from the 
atrocity-producing situation itself. Third, he had an unusually strong sense 
of military pride and identification, a form of warrior ethos stressing honor; 
in Vietnam, and especially at My Lai, he felt both the code and himself to be 
violated. 

After My Lai, he was further isolated from the others by his sense of 
disappointment in the few men he had been close to: “I’d seen people I 
thought I could depend on... that were going ahead and shooting, shooting 
people up like that.” By joining in, in other words, his friends had failed to 
give further support or reality—had, in Buber’s sense, failed to “confirm” 
him in his own autonomous stand. Moreover, such were the group pressures 
that the few others who apparently did not fire tended to hide that fact. As 
one man, who concentrated on killing animals in order to avoid shooting at 
people explained: 

I didn’t do it [kill people]. But nobody saw me not doing it. So nobody got on me. 39 

As the only one in his unit publicly identified with opposition to My Lai, he 
felt himself somewhat ostracized. This made him uneasy, and he was himself 
sufficiently sensitive to group pressures to speak cautiously about the event 
and hide much of his revulsion. Moreover, all this, and the continuing “as-if 
logic” and illusion surrounding the event, caused him to experience strong 
doubts about his own critical views. Eight months later, just before leaving 
Vietnam, he encountered Ronald Ridenhour, an acquaintance (from earlier 
days in the unit) who had not been at My Lai but had heard stories of the 
slaughter and was gathering information for his eventual exposure of the 
incident to the American public. The My Lai survivor spoke to Ridenhour at 
length, contributed much to that store of information, and at the same time 
experienced great personal relief. For the encounter convinced him that 

I wasn’t the only nut.... I wasn’t really crazy. [Condemning what happened] was the 
right thing. 

He was finally confirmed in his own previously isolated ethical imagery. Yet 
his words (“I wasn’t the only nut”) suggest that even then he was by no means 
fully liberated from the inverted morality—and inverted sanity (he still had a 
partial image of the rest of the men as the sane ones and Ridenhour and 
himself as the “nuts”)—of the My Lai illusion. 

A key to understanding the psychology of My Lai, and of America in 
Vietnam, is the body count. Nothing else so well epitomized the war’s 
absurdity and evil. Recording the enemy’s losses is a convention of war, but 
in the absence of any other goals or criteria for success, counting the enemy 
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cfc a H can become both malignant obsession and complusive falsification. For 
the combat GI in Vietnam killing Vietnamese was the entire mission, the 
number killed his and his unit’s only standard of achievement, and the falsifi¬ 
cation of that count (on many levels) the only way to hold on to the Vietnam 
illusion of noble battle. Killing someone, moreover, became necessary for 
overcoming one’s own death anxiety. We have seen how, at My Lai, killing 
Vietnamese enabled men to cease feeling themselves guilty survivors and 
impotent targets, and become instead omnipotent dispensers of death who 
have realized their mission. Only killing, then, can affirm power, skill, and 

In the end, Charlie Company was credited with only 14 of the 128 kills, 
and the majority of these attributed to “artillery fire” as a way of giving the 
incident a greater aura of combat. The official report referred to contact 
with the enemy force,” and the colonel in command of the task force was 
quoted as saying that “the combat assault went like clockwork. We may 
thus say that the body count serves the psychological function of making 
concrete the whole illusionary system; it is the locus of falsification. 

One learns more about this phenomenon from other impressions of how 
the bodies were counted. The My Lai survivor told me that the prevailing 

standard was: 

The ones that could walk they counted as bodies. The ones that couldn’t walk they 
counted as, you know, sort of, they didn’t count them. Because they couldn t have 
been Vietcong. They thought about this later. 

He went on to say that he had heard talk of a body count of over 300 
(undoubtedly the early count made by Medina) and was never clear about 
why it was reduced to 128. But the distinctions he describes, the informal 
attempts to impose a standard according to which one counts some bodies 
and not others, all this suggests the need to hold on to fragmentary aspects of 
actuality and logic in the sendee of the larger illusion. . 

Needless to say, these standards varied greatly. I heard descriptions o 
totals inflated in every conceivable way: by counting severed pieces of 
corpses as individual bodies; by counting a whole corpse several times on t e 
basis of multiple claims for credit (by the man or unit doing the killing, ™ 
patrol encountering the body, the headquarters outfit hearing about the kill¬ 
ing, etcetera); and by counting murdered civilians, animals, or nonexistent 
bodies according to the kinds of needs, ambition, and whim we have already 
encountered. Once a corpse has been identified (or imagined) it becomes that 
of a slain “enemy,” and, therefore, evidence of warrior prowess—as the My 
Lai survivor makes clear: 

If it’s dead it’s VC. Because it’s dead. If it’s dead it bad to be VC. And of course a 
corpse couldn’t defend itself. 

He went on to place the body count into a frame of corrupt 
competitiveness—a company commander “obsessed with the body coun 
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who “wanted a body count that would just beat all,” that would “satisfy 
him... [and] satisfy higher headquarters... even if he knows this body 
count is a big dirty old lie.” For, “Probably higher headquarters knows also. 
So they’re fooling each other and theirselves as well.” The whole thing, as he 
goes on to explain, resembles a cheater’s golf game: 

There was A Company over on the other side. They were counting bodies 
too.... He [the Company Commander] did sort of envy those people counting their 
bodies, keeping score.... Expressing sort of a disbelief that they had actually got that 
many. Which is like playing golf with somebody and carrying your own strokes and 
having some guy say, ‘Tm on [the green] in three.” “You’re on in three}' 1 If it didn’t 
matter to you how many you were on in, it wouldn’t matter to you how many he was 
on in. 

I am convinced that the ethically sensitive historians of the future will 
select the phenomenon of the body count as the perfect symbol of America’s 
descent into evil. The body count manages to distill the essence of the 
American numbing, brutalization, and illusion into a grotesque technicaliza- 
tion: there is something to count, a statistic for accomplishment. I know of no 
greater corruption than this phenomenon: The amount of killing—any 
killing—becomes the total measure of achievement. Concerning that measure 
one lies, to others as well as to oneself, about why, who, what, and how 
many one kills. 

In earlier work, I found that survivors of the Hiroshima holocaust experi¬ 
enced what I described as “a vast breakdown of faith in the larger human 
matrix supporting each individual life, and therefore a loss of faith (or trust) 
in the structure of existence.” The same is true not only for large numbers of 
Vietnam veterans but, perhaps in more indirect and muted ways, for Ameri¬ 
cans in general. This shattered existential faith has to do w r ith remaining 
bound by the image of holocaust, of grotesque and absurd death and equally 
absurd survival. Even Americans who did not see Vietnam felt something of 
a national descent into existential evil, a sense that the killing and dying done 
in their name could not be placed within a meaningful system of symbols, 
could not be convincingly formulated. The result was widespread if, again, 
vague feeling of lost integrity at times approaching moral-psychological disin¬ 
tegration. 

What distinguishes Vietnam veterans from the rest of their countrymen is 
their awesome experience and knowledge of what others merely sense and 
resist knowing, their suffering on the basis of that knowledge and experience, 
and, in the case of antiwar veterans, their commitment to telling the tale. 
That commitment, especially for rap group participants, meant asking a 
question very much like that of Remarque’s hero in All Quiet on the Western 
Front: “What would become of us if everything that happens out there were 
quite clear to us?” “Out there” means Vietnam, their own minds, and in the 
end, American society as well. 

By a number of criteria, the group I have worked with represents a small 
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minority of Vietnam veterans. For one thing, most saw active combat, as 
opposed to the majority of men stationed there in support assignments. For 
another, they emerged with an articulate antiwar position, in contrast to the 
majority who take no public stance on the war, and to another minority w ho 
emerged strongly supporting it. Concerning the First issue, my impression 
was that the intensity of residual conflicts were roughly parallel to one s 
degree of involvement in (or closeness to) combat, but that the sense of 
absurd evil radiated outward from the actual killing and dying, and that 
every American in Vietnam shared in some of the corruption of that envi¬ 
ronment. Hence Polner found that no Vietnam veteran was free of doubt 
about what he had been called upon to do. 

Similarly, even those who later came to insist that we should have gone 
all-out to win the war—should have U nuked Hanoi” or “killed all the 

gooks”_have struggled to cope with their confusions and give some kind of 

form and significance to their survival. There is much evidence that antiwar 
and prowar veterans (the categories are misleading, and the latter hardly 
exists in a public sense) have been much closer psychologically than might be 
suspected—or to put the matter another way, have taken different paths in 
struggling to resolve the same psychological conflicts. Clearly the great 
majority of Vietnam veterans have struggled silently, and apolitically, with 
that specific constellation of survivor conflict associated with Vietnam’s 
atrocity-producing situation. So that one antiwar veteran could comment: 

I hear a lot of people say, u We know Vietnam veterans and they don’t feel the way 
you do.” My immediate reaction to that is, “Wait and see. If they are lucky they will. 
If they are lucky, they will open up .” 41 
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THE NARCISSISTIC PERSONALITY 
OF OUR TIME 

Christopher Lasch 


The last essay in this collection closes a circle in the sense that it returns us to the 
dread that entranced the Puritan villagers of seventeenth-century Salem: if self- 
indulgence is endemic to our (fallen) nature, at what point does it become an evil; and 
if change can befuddle and even anger us, when do our adaptive devices become 
symptomatic of sickness themselves? In many ways Christopher Lasch s The Culture 
of Narcissism (1979) does read like the sermons of Samuel Parrish, the Salem minister 
who warned his listeners that the devil’s hand was visible in their everyday lives. 
Today’s cult of intimacy, Lasch charges, does not champion personality so much as 
testify to its collapse. Poets and novelists, rather than glorifying the self, speak to its 
disintegration. “Our society,” he writes in the chapter preceding the one excerpted 
below, “far from fostering public life at the expense of the private life, has made deep 
and lasting friendships, love affairs, and marriages increasingly difficult to achieve. 
As social life becomes more and more warlike and barbaric, personal relationships, 
which ostensibly provide relief from these conditions, take on the character of com¬ 
bat.” “The quintessential doomsday book,” Paul Zweig said in Harper's magazine 
(July 1979), referring to Lasch’s study, “one hopes its very Germanic throughness will 
explode the genre.” 

People traditionally tom deaf ears to jeremiads, and critics of Lasch have noted- 
essays in this anthology underscore the point—that individualism is as American as 
apple pie, ambivalence about its costs inviting psychological treatment of issues as 
superficially different as the career of Jonathan Edwards, reform in the 1840s, and 
Populism. Moreover everyone agrees that a classic conflict in Western history has 
been the tension between the individual and society at large. If one finds narcissism in 
America today it may only mark a tip toward one end of an ancient set of scales, and 
we should be grateful for being comparatively free to strike a balance between indi¬ 
vidual will and communal needs. Thus on quick examination Lasch seems either to 
find what has always been noteworthy in American life or to excoriate the free 
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expression that we rightly cherish. Other objections are more prosaic. Central to 
Lasch’s argument is an increase in the number of clinical narcissists in the past twenty 
years or so, but statistics are not entirely trustworthy. In any case, our suddenly 
becoming aware of the narcissistic syndrome may both lead therapists to label as 
narcissistic patients who earlier would have been treated as something else and pro¬ 
duce patients who describe themselves as suffering from the narcissism now in vogue. 

Lasch’s essay nonetheless repays close attention. For one thing it recapitulates 
several issues that this collection has touched upon and aimed to illuminate. Because 
empirical evidence on narcissism is weak and because clinical diagnoses are inherently 
subjective, Lasch reminds us that—although psychohistorical findings rarely grow 
out of “hard” data as do those of new politicial history—the most provocative ques¬ 
tions often do not lend themselves to such measurement. Too, he addresses directly 
the relationship between self and society, in fact redirecting the usual view that soci¬ 
ety imprints personality; criticism of contemporary American culture, he says, must 
begin with individual pathology. Lasch goes on to demonstrate that attention to 
theoretical precision carries the discussion of narcissism far beyond mere references to 
self-love or individualism. Once more, the lesson is that theory and clinical experi¬ 
ence give interesting perspectives and produce new historical questions. The essence 
of narcissism, according to Freud, is not self-love but disguised self-contempt; relying 
on the most recent clinical writings of Otto Kemberg, Lasch notes that narcissists, 
instead of exhibiting the sharply defined symptoms of earlier patients, complain of 
ill-defined dissatisfactions, and that instead of repressing the impulses that nineteenth- 
century culture forbade, narcissists “act them out.” Narcissism, neither just another 
neurosis nor simple self-indulgence, offers a highly revealing comparative view of 
value shifts in recent American life. 

Furthermore, since Lasch’s essay raises serious questions about recent American 
history (and its course in the late twentieth century), it asks us to think about the 
responsibilities that students of history bear and the value of historical understanding 
or an appreciation for continuity in our lives. Historians write from the available 
evidence and adhere to rules of logic. They also speak to problems of interest to them 
and from the vantage point of their own society. Without simply moralizing, students 
of history therefore do well, and stand uniquely prepared, to consider the conse¬ 
quences of human acts in the past and the alternatives for the future—to be “moral 
critics,” in John Higham’s phrase. The essays of Lifton and Lasch (one a clinician, the 
other a historian) suggest that psychologically informed history can cast especially 
penetrating glances back from the historical subject to the society from which we take 
our look. Finally, if today narcissism is indeed the prevailing malady of men and 
women who seek therapeutic help, it is worth noting that the study of history supplies 
at least one hope—a sense of continuity to offset the impersonality and shallowness 
that pervade popular culture. 


RECENT CRITICS of the new narcissism not only confuse cause and 
effect, attributing to a cult of privatism developments that derive from the 
disintegration of public life; they use the term narcissism so loosely that it re¬ 
tains little of its psychological content. Erich Fromm, in The Heart of Man, drains 
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the idea of its clinical meaning and expands it to cover all forms of “vanity,” 
“self-admiration,” “self-satisfaction,” and “self-glorification” in individuals 
and all forms of parochialism, ethnic or racial prejudice, and “fanaticism” in 
groups. In other words, Fromm uses the term as a synonym for the “asocial” 
individualism which, in his version of progressive and “humanistic” dogma, 
undermines cooperation, brotherly love, and the search for wider loyalties. 
Narcissism thus appears simply as the antithesis of that watery love for 
humanity (disinterested “love for the stranger”) advocated by Fromm under 
the name of socialism. 

Fromm’s discussion of “individual and social narcissism,” appropriately 
published in a series of books devoted to “Religious Perspectives,” provides 
an excellent example of the inclination, in our therapeutic age, to dress up 
moralistic platitudes in psychiatric garb. (“We live in a historical period 
characterized by a sharp discrepancy between the intellectual development of 
man... and his mental-emotional development, which has left him still in a 
state of marked narcissism with all its pathological symptoms.”) Richard 
Sennett reminds us that narcissism has more in common with self-hatred 
than with self-admiration; Fromm loses sight even of this well-known clinical 
fact in his eagerness to sermonize about the blessings of brotherly love. 1 

As always in Fromm’s work, the trouble originates in his misguided and 
unnecessary attempt to rescue Freud’s thought from its “mechanistic” 
nineteenth-century basis and to press it into the service of “humanistic 
realism.” In practice, this means that theoretical rigor gives way to ethically 
uplifting slogans and sentiments. Fromm notes in passing that Freud’s origi¬ 
nal concept of narcissism assumed that libido begins in the ego, as a “great 
reservoir” of undifferentiated self-love, whereas in 1922 he decided, on the 
contrary, that “we must recognize the id as the great reservoir of the libido.” 2 
Fromm slides over this issue, however, by remarking, “The theoretical ques¬ 
tion whether the libido starts originally in the ego or in the id is of no 
substantial importance for the meaning of the concept [of narcissism] itself.” 
In fact, the structural theory of the mind, set forth by Freud in Group 
Psychology and in The Ego and the Id , required modifications of his earlier ideas 
that have a great deal of bearing on the theory of narcissism. Structural 
theory made Freud abandon the simple dichotomy between instinct and 
consciousness and recognize the unconscious elements of the ego and 
superego, the importance of nonsexual impulses (aggression or the death 
instinct”), and the alliance between superego and id, superego and aggres¬ 
sion. These discoveries in turn made possible an understanding of the role of 
object relations in the development of narcissism, thereby revealing narcis¬ 
sism as essentially a defense against aggressive impulses rather than self-love. 

Theoretical precision about narcissism is important not only because the 
idea is so readily susceptible to moralistic inflation but because the practice of 
equating narcissism with everything selfish and disagreeable militates against 
historical specificity. Men have always been selfish, groups have always been 



388 


CHRISTOPHER LASCH 


ethnocentric; nothing is gained by giving these qualities a psychiatric label. 
The emergence of character disorders as the most prominent form of 
psychiatric pathology, however, together with the change in personality 
structure this development reflects, derives from quite specific changes in our 
society and culture—from bureaucracy, the proliferation of images, 
therapeutic ideologies, the rationalization of the inner life, the cult of con¬ 
sumption, and in the last analysis from changes in family life and from 
changing patterns of socialization. All this disappears from sight if narcissism 
becomes simply “the metaphor of the human condition,” as in another exis¬ 
tential, humanistic interpretation, Shirley Sugermans Sin and Madness: 
Studies in Narcissism . 3 

The refusal of recent critics of narcissism to discuss the etiology of narcis¬ 
sism or to pay much attention to the growing body of clinical writing on the 
subject probably represents a deliberate decision, stemming from the fear 
that emphasis on the clinical aspects of the narcissistic syndrome would 
detract from the concept’s usefulness in social analysis. This decision, how¬ 
ever, has proved to be a mistake. In ignoring the psychological dimension, 
these authors also miss the social. They fail to explore any of the character 
traits associated with pathological narcissism, which in less extreme form 
appear in such profusion in the everyday life of our age: dependence on the 
vicarious warmth provided by others combined with a fear of dependence, a 
sense of inner emptiness, boundless repressed rage, and unsatisfied oral crav¬ 
ings. Nor do they discuss what might be called the secondary characteristics 
of narcissism: pseudo self-insight, calculating seductiveness, nervous, self- 
deprecatory humor. Thus they deprive themselves of any basis on which to 
make connections between the narcissistic personality type and certain 
characteristic patterns of contemporary culture, such as the intense fear of 
old age and death, altered sense of time, fascination with celebrity, fear of 
competition, decline of the play spirit, deteriorating relations between men 
and women. For these critics, narcissism remains at its loosest a synonym for 
selfishness and at its most precise a metaphor, and nothing more, that de¬ 
scribes the state of mind in which the world appears as a mirror of the self. 


Psychology and Sociology 


Psychoanalysis deals with individuals, not with groups. Efforts to generalize 
clinical findings to collective behavior always encounter the difficulty that 
groups have a life of their own. The collective mind, if there is such a thing, 
reflects the needs of the group as a whole, not the psychic needs of the 
individual, which in fact have to be subordinated to the demands of collective 
living. Indeed it is precisely the subjection of individuals to the group that 
psychoanalytic theory, through a study of its psychic repercussions, prom- 
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ises to clarify. By conducting an intensive analysis of individual cases that 
rests on clinical evidence rather than common-sense impressions, 
psychoanalysis tells us something about the inner workings of society itself, 
in the very act of turning its back on society and immersing itself in the 
individual unconscious. 

Every society reproduces its culture—its norms, its underlying assump¬ 
tions, its modes of organizing experience—in the individual, in the form of 
personality. As Durkheim said, personality is the individual socialized. The 
process of socialization, carried out by the family and secondarily by the 
school and other agencies of character formation, modifies human nature to 
conform to the prevailing social norms. Each society tries to solve the univer¬ 
sal crises of childhood—the trauma of separation from the mother, the fear of 
abandonment, the pain of competing with others for the mother’s love—in its 
own way, and the manner in which it deals with these psychic events pro¬ 
duces a characteristic form of personality, a characteristic form of psycholog¬ 
ical deformation, by means of which the individual reconciles himself to 
instinctual deprivation and submits to the requirements of social existence. 
Freud’s insistence on the continuity between psychic health and psychic 
sickness makes it possible to see neuroses and psychoses as in some sense the 
characteristic expression of a given culture. “Psychosis,” Jules Henry has 
written, “is the final outcome of all that is wrong with a culture.” 4 

Psychoanalysis best clarifies the connection between society and the indi¬ 
vidual, culture and personality, precisely when it confines itself to careful 
examination of individuals. It tells us most about society when it is least 
determined to do so. Freud’s extrapolation of psychoanalytic principles into 
anthropology, history, and biography can be safely ignored by the student of 
society, but his clinical investigations constitute a storehouse of indispensable 
ideas, once it is understood that the unconscious mind represents the 
modification of nature by culture, the imposition of civilization on instinct. 

Freud should not be reproached [wrote T. W. Adorno] for having neglected the 
concrete social dimension, but for being all too untroubled by the social origin 
of... the rigidity of the unconscious, which he registers with the undeviating objec¬ 
tivity of the natural scientist.... In making the leap from psychological images to 
historical reality, he forgets what he himself discovered—that all reality undergoes 
modification upon entering the unconscious—and is thus misled into positing such 
factual events as the murder of the father by the primal horde.* 5 

*“On... its home ground,” Adorno added, “psychoanalysis carries specific conviction; the 
further it removes itself from that sphere, the more its theses are threatened alternately with 
shallowness or wild over-systematization. If someone makes a slip of the tongue and a sexually 
loaded word comes out, if someone suffers from agoraphobia or if a girl walks in her sleep, 
psychoanalysis not merely has its best chances of therapeutic success but also its proper prov¬ 
ince, the relatively autonomous, monadological individual as arena of the unconscious conflict 
between instinctual drive and prohibition. The further it departs from this area, the more 
tyrannically it has to proceed and the more it has to drag what belongs to the dimension of outer 
reality into the shades of psychic immanence. Its delusion in so doing is not dissimilar from that 
‘omnipotence of thought’ which it itself criticized as infantile. 
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Those who wish to understand contemporary narcissism as a social and 
cultural phenomenon must turn first to the growing body of clinical writing 
on the subject, which makes no claim to social or cultural significance and 
deliberately repudiates the proposition that “changes in contemporary cul¬ 
ture,” as Otto Kernberg writes, “have effects on patterns of object rela¬ 
tions.”* 6 In the clinical literature, narcissism serves as more than a metaphoric 
term for self-absorption. As a psychic formation in which “love rejected turns 
back to the self as hatred,” narcissism has come to be recognized as an 
important element in the so-called character disorders that have absorbed 
much of the clinical attention once given to hysteria and obsessional 
neuroses. 7 A new theory of narcissism has developed, grounded in Freud s 
well-known essay on the subject (which treats narcissism—libidinal invest¬ 
ment of the self—as a necessary precondition of object love) but devoted not 
to primary narcissism but to secondary or pathological narcissim: the incor¬ 
poration of grandiose object images as a defense against anxiety and guilt. 
Both types of narcissism blur the boundaries between the self and the world 
of objects, but there is an important difference between them. The newborn 
infant—the primary narcissist—does not yet perceive his mother as having an 
existence separate from his own, and he therefore mistakes dependence on 
the mother, who satisfies his needs as soon as they arise, with his own 
omnipotence. “It takes several weeks of postnatal development... before the 
infant perceives that the source of his need... is within and the source of 
gratification is outside the self.” 8 

Secondary narcissism, on the other hand, “attempts to annul the pain of 
disappointed [object] love” and to nullify the child’s rage against those who 
do not respond immediately to his needs; against those who are now seen to 
respond to others beside the child and who therefore appear to have aban¬ 
doned him. 9 Pathological narcissism, “w hich cannot be considered simply a 
fixation at the level of normal primitive narcissism,” 10 arises only when the ego 
has developed to the point of distinguishing itself from surrounding objects. 
If the child for some reason experiences this separation trauma with special 
intensity, he may attempt to reestablish earlier relationships by creating in 
his fantasies an omnipotent mother or father who merges with images of his 
own self. “Through internalization the patient seeks to recreate a wished-for 

*Those who argue, in opposition to the thesis of the present study, that there has been no 
underlying change in the structure of personality, cite this passage to support the contention that 
although “we do see certain symptom constellations and personality disorders more or less 
frequently than in Freud’s day,... this shift in attention has occurred primarily because of a 
shift in our clinical emphasis due to tremendous advances in our understanding of personality 
structure.” 

In light of this controversy, it is important to note that Kernberg adds to his observ ation a 
qualification: “This is not to say that such changes in the patterns of intimacy [and of object 
relations in general] could not occur over a period of several generations, if and when changes in 
cultural patterns affect family structure to such an extent that the earliest development in 
childhood would be influenced.” 
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love relationship which may once have existed and simultaneously to annul 

the anxiety and guilt aroused by aggressive drives directed against the frus¬ 
trating and disappointing object.” 11 


Narcissism in Recent Clinical Literature 


The shifting emphasis in clinical studies from primary to secondary narcis¬ 
sism 12 reflects both the shift in psychoanalytic theory from study of the id to 
study of the ego and a change in the type of patients seeking psychiatric 
treatment. Indeed the shift from a psychology of instincts to ego psychology 
itself grew partly out of a recognition that the patients who began to present 
themselves for treatment in the 1940s and 1950s “very seldom resembled the 
classical neuroses Freud described so thoroughly. 5 In the last twenty-in e 
years, the borderline patient, who confronts the psychiatrist not with well- 
defined symptoms but with diffuse dissatisfactions, has become increasingly 
common. He does not suffer from debilitating fixations or phobias or from 
the conversion of repressed sexual energy into nervous ailments; instead he 
complains “of vague, diffuse dissatisfactions with life” and feels his “amor¬ 
phous existence to be futile and purposeless.” He describes subtly experi¬ 
enced yet pervasive feelings of emptiness and depression, violent oscilla¬ 
tions of self-esteem,” and “a general inability to get along. He gains a sense 
of heightened self-esteem only by attaching himself to strong, admired fig¬ 
ures whose acceptance he craves and by whom he needs to feel supported. 
Although he carries out his daily responsibilities and even achieves distinc¬ 
tion, happiness eludes him, and life frequently strikes him as not worth 
living. 

Psychoanalysis, a therapy that grew out of experience with severely re¬ 
pressed and morally rigid individuals who needed to come to terms with a 
rigorous inner “censor,” today finds itself confronted more and more often 
with a “chaotic and impulse-ridden character.” It must deal with patients 
who “act out” their conflicts instead of repressing or sublimating them. 
These patients, though often ingratiating, tend to cultivate a protective shal¬ 
lowness in emotional relations. They lack the capacity to mourn, because the 
intensity of their rage against lost love objects, in particular against their 
parents, prevents their reliving happy experiences or treasuring them m 
memory. Sexually promiscuous rather than repressed, they nevertheless find 
it difficult to “elaborate the sexual impulse” or to approach sex in the spirit of 
play. They avoid close involvements, which might release intense feelings of 
rage. Their personalities consist largely of defenses against this rage and 
against feelings of oral deprivation that originate in the pre-oedipal stage of 
psychic development. 13 
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Often these patients suffer from hypochondria and complain of a sense of 
inner emptiness. At the same time they entertain fantasies of omnipotence 
and a strong belief in their right to exploit others and be gratified. Archaic, 
punitive, and sadistic elements predominate in the superegos of these pa¬ 
tients, and they conform to social rules more out of fear of punishment than 
from a sense of guilt. They experience their own needs and appetites, suf¬ 
fused with rage, as deeply dangerous, and they throw up defenses that are as 
primitive as the desires they seek to stifle. 

On the principle that pathology represents a heightened version of normal¬ 
ity, the “pathological narcissism” found in character disorders of this type 
should tell us something about narcissism as a social phenomenon. Studies of 
personality disorders that occupy the border line 14 between neurosis and 
psychosis, though written for clinicans and making no claims to shed light on 
social or cultural issues, depict a type of personality that ought to be im¬ 
mediately recognizable, in a more subdued form, to observers of the contem¬ 
porary cultural scene: facile at managing the impressions he gives to others, 
ravenous for admiration but contemptuous of those he manipulates into pro¬ 
viding it; unappeasably hungry for emotional experiences with which to fill 
an inner void; terrified of aging and death. 

The most convincing explanations of the psychic origins of this borderline 
syndrome draw on the theoretical tradition established by Melanie Klein. In 
her psychoanalytic investigations of children, Klein discovered that early 
feelings of overpowering rage, directed especially against the mother and 
secondarily against the internalized image of the mother as a ravenous mon¬ 
ster, make it impossible for the child to synthesize “good” and “bad” parental 
images. In his fear of aggression from the bad parents—projections of his 
own rage—he idealizes the good parents who will come to the rescue. 

Internalized images of others, buried in the unconscious mind at an early 
age, become self-images as well. If later experience fails to qualify or to 
introduce elements of reality into the child’s archaic fantasies about his par¬ 
ents, he finds it difficult to distinguish between images of the self and of the 
objects outside the self. These images fuse to form a defense against the bad 
representations of the self and of objects, similarly fused in the form of a 
harsh, punishing superego. Melanie Klein analyzed a ten-year-old boy who 
unconsciously thought of his mother as a “vampire” or “horrid bird” and 
interalized this fear as hypochondria. He was afraid that the bad presences 
inside him would devour the good ones. The rigid separation of good and bad 
images of the self and of objects, on the one hand, and the fusion of self- and 
object images on the other, arose from the boy’s inability to tolerate ambiva¬ 
lence or anxiety. Because his anger was so intense, he could not admit that he 
harbored aggressive feelings toward those he loved. “Fear and guilt relating 
to his destructive phantasies moulded his whole emotional life.” 15 

A child who feels so gravely threatened by his own aggressive feelings 
(projected onto others and then internalized again as inner “monsters”) at- 
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tempts to compensate himself for his experiences of rage and envy with 
fantasies of wealth, beauty, and omnipotence. These fantasies, together with 
the internalized images of the good parents with which he attempts to defend 
himself, become the core of a “grandiose conception of the self. A kind of 
“blind optimism,” according to Otto Kemberg, protects the narcissistic child 
from the dangers around and within him—particularly from dependence on 
others, who are perceived as without exception undependable. Constant 
projection of ‘all bad’ self and object images perpetuates a world of danger¬ 
ous, threatening objects, against which the ‘all good’ self images are used 
defensively, and megalomanic ideal self images are built up. The splitting of 
images determined by aggressive feelings from images that derive from libid- 
inal impulses makes it impossible for the child to acknowledge his own 
aggression, to experience guilt or concern for objects invested simultaneously 
with aggression and libido, or to mourn for lost objects. Depression in narcis¬ 
sistic patients takes the form not of mourning with its admixture of guilt, 
described by Freud in “Mourning and Melancholia, but of impotent rage 
and “feelings of defeat by external forces.” 16 

Because the intrapsychic world of these patients is so thinly populated 
consisting only of the “grandiose self,” in Kernberg’s words, “the devalued, 
shadowy images of self and others, and potential persecutors they experi¬ 
ence intense feelings of emptiness and inauthenticity. Although the narcissist 
can function in the everyday world and often charms other people (not least 
with his “pseudo-insight into his personality”), his devaluation of others, 
together with his lack of curiosity about them, impoverishes his personal life 
and reinforces the “subjective experience of emptiness.” Lacking any real 
intellectual engagement with the world—notwithstanding a frequently in¬ 
flated estimate of his own intellectual abilities he has little capacity for 
sublimation. He therefore depends on others for constant infusions of ap¬ 
proval and admiration. He “must attach [himself] to someone, living an 
almost parasitic” existence. At the same time, his fear of emotional depen¬ 
dence, together with his manipulative, exploitive approach to personal ^rela¬ 
tions, makes these relations bland, superficial, and deeply unsatisfying. “The 
ideal relationship to me would be a two month relationship, said a border¬ 
line patient. “That way there’d be no commitment. At the end of the two 
months Fd just break it off.” 17 

Chronically bored, restlessly in search of instantaneous intimacy—of emo¬ 
tional titillation without involvement and dependence—the narcissist is 
promiscuous and often pansexual as well, since the fusion of pregenital and 
Oedipal impulses in the service of aggression encourages polymorphous per¬ 
versity. The bad images he has internalized also make him chronically uneasy 
about his health, and hypochondria in turn gives him a special affinity for 
therapy and for therapeutic groups and movements. 

As a psychiatric patient, the narcissist is a prime candidate for intermina¬ 
ble analysis. He seeks in analysis a religion or way of life and hopes to find in 
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the therapeutic relationship external support for his fantasies of omnipotence 
and eternal youth. The strength of his defenses, however, makes him resistant 
to successful analysis. The shallowness of his emotional life often prevents 
him from developing a close connection to the analyst, even though he “often 
uses his intellectual insight to agree verbally with the analyst and recapitu¬ 
lates in his own words what has been analysed in previous sessions.” He uses 
intellect in the service of evasion rather than self-discovery, resorting to 
some of the same strategies of obfuscation that appear in the confessional 
w riting of recent decades. “The patient uses the analytic interpretations but 
deprives them quickly of life and meaning, so that only meaningless w r ords 
are left. The words are then felt to be the patient’s own possession, which he 
idealizes and which give him a sense of superiority.” Although psychiatrists 
no longer consider narcissistic disorders inherently unanalyzable, few r of 
them take an optimistic view of the prospects for success. 

According to Kernberg, the great argument for making the attempt at all, 
in the face of the many difficulties presented by narcissistic patients, is the 
devastating effect of narcissism on the second half of their lives—the cer¬ 
tainty of the terrible suffering that lies in store. In a society that dreads old 
age and death, aging holds a special terror for those who fear dependence and 
whose self-esteem requires the admiration usually reserved for youth, 
beauty, celebrity, or charm. The usual defenses against the ravages of age— 
identification with ethical or artistic values beyond one’s immediate interests, 
intellectual curiosity, the consoling emotional warmth derived from happy 
relationships in the past—can do nothing for the narcissist. Unable to derive 
whatever comfort comes from identification with historical continuity, he 
finds it impossible, on the contrary, “to accept the fact that a younger genera¬ 
tion now possesses many of the previously cherished gratifications of beauty, 
wealth, power and, particularly, creativity. To be able to enjoy life in a 
process involving a growing identification wdth other people’s happiness and 
achievements is tragically beyond the capacity of narcissistic personalities.” 18 


Social Influences on Narcissism 


Every age develops its own peculiar forms of pathology, which express in 
exaggerated form its underlying character structure. In Freud’s time, hys¬ 
teria and obsessional neurosis carried to extremes the personality traits as¬ 
sociated with the capitalist order at an earlier stage in its development— 
acquisitiveness, fanatical devotion to work, and a fierce repression of sexual¬ 
ity. In our time, the preschizophrenic, borderline, or personality disorders 
have attracted increasing attention, along with schizophrenia itself. This 
“change in the form of neuroses has been observed and described since World 
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War II by an ever-increasing number of psychiatrists. 7 According to Peter L. 
Giovacchini, “Clinicians are constantly faced with the seemingly increasing 
number of patients who do not fit current diagnostic categories 77 and who 
suffer not from “definitive symptoms 77 but from “vague, ill-defined com¬ 
plaints. 77 “When I refer to ‘this type of patient, 7 77 he writes, “practically 
everyone knows to whom I am referring. 77 The growing prominence of 
“character disorders” seems to signify an underlying change in the organiza¬ 
tion of personality, from what has been called inner-direction to narcissism. 

Allen Wheelis argued in 1958 that the change in “the patterns of neuroses 77 
fell “within the personal experience of older psychoanalysts, while younger 
ones “become aware of it from the discrepancy between the older descrip¬ 
tions of neuroses and the problems presented by the patients who come daily 
to their offices. The change is from symptom neuroses to character disor¬ 
ders.” Heinz Lichtenstein, who questioned the additional assertion that it 
reflected a change in personality structure, nevertheless wrote in 1963 that 
the “change in neurotic patterns” already constituted a well-known fact. In 
the seventies, such reports have become increasingly common. It is no 
accident,” Herbert Hendin notes, “that at the present time the dominant 
events in psychoanalysis are the rediscovery of narcissism and the new em¬ 
phasis on the psychological significance of death. ‘ What hysteria and the 
obsessive neuroses were to Freud and his early colleagues... at the begin¬ 
ning of this century,” writes Michael Beldoch, “the narcissistic disorders are 
to the workaday analyst in these last few decades before the next millennium. 
Today’s patients by and large do not suffer from hysterical paralyses of the 
legs or hand-washing compulsions; instead it is their very psychic selves that 
have gone numb or that they must scrub and rescrub in an exhausting and 
unending effort to come clean.” These patients suffer from “pervasive feel¬ 
ings of emptiness and a deep disturbance of self-esteem.” Bumess E. Moore 
notes that narcissistic disorders have become more and more common. Ac¬ 
cording to Sheldon Bach, “You used to see people coming in with hand¬ 
washing compulsions, phobias, and familiar neuroses. Now you see mostly 
narcissists.” Gilbert]. Rose maintains that the psychoanalytic outlook, “in¬ 
appropriately transplanted from analytic practice” to everyday life, has con¬ 
tributed to “global permissiveness” and the “over-domestication of instinct, 
which in turn contributes to the proliferation of “narcissistic identity disor¬ 
ders.” According to Joel Kovel, the stimulation of infantile cravings by adver¬ 
tising, the usurpation of parental authority by the media and the school, and 
the rationalization of inner life accompanied by the false promise of personal 
fulfillment, have created a new type of “social individual.” “The result is not 
the classical neuroses where an infantile impulse is suppressed by patriarchal 
authority, but a modem version in which impulse is stimulated, perverted 
and given neither an adequate object upon which to satisfy itself nor coherent 
forms of control.... The entire complex, played out in a setting of alienation 
rather than direct control, loses the classical form of symptom and [misses] 
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the classical therapeutic opportunity of simply restoring an impulse to con¬ 
sciousness.” 19 

The reported increase in the number of narcissistic patients does not neces¬ 
sarily indicate that narcissistic disorders are more common than they used to 
be, in the population as a whole, or that they have become more common 
than the classical conversion neuroses. Perhaps they simply come more 
quickly to psychiatric attention. Ilza Veith contends that “with the increasing 
awareness of conversion reactions and the popularization of psychiatric litera¬ 
ture, the ‘old-fashioned’ somatic expressions of hysteria have become suspect 
among the more sophisticated classes, and hence most physicians observe 
that obvious conversion symptoms are now rarely encountered and, if at all, 
only among the uneducated.” 20 The attention given to character disorders in 
recent clinical literature probably makes psychiatrists more alert to their 
presence. But this possibility by no means diminishes the importance of 
psychiatric testimony about the prevalence of narcissism, especially when 
this testimony appears at the same time that journalists begin to speculate 
about the new narcissism and the unhealthy trend toward self-absorption. 
The narcissist comes to the attention of psychiatrists for some of the same 
reasons that he rises to positions of prominence not only in awareness 
movements and other cults but in business corporations, political organiza¬ 
tions, and government bureaucracies. For all his inner suffering, the narcis¬ 
sist has many traits that make for success in bureaucratic institutions, which 
put a premium on the manipulation of interpersonal relations, discourage the 
formation of deep personal attachments, and at the same time provide the 
narcissist with the approval he needs in order to validate his self-esteem. 
Although he may resort to therapies that promise to give meaning to life and 
to overcome his sense of emptiness, in his professional career the narcissist 
often enjoys considerable success. The managment of personal impressions 
comes naturally to him, and his mastery of its intricacies serves him well in 
political and business organizations where performance now counts for less 
than “visibility,” “momentum,” and a winning record. As the “organization 
man” gives way to the bureaucratic “gamesman”—the “loyalty era” of 
American business to the age of the “executive success game”—the narcissist 
comes into his own. 21 

In a study of 250 managers from twelve major companies, Michael Mac- 
coby describes the new corporate leader, not altogether unsympathetically, 
as a person who works with people rather than with materials and who seeks 
not to build an empire or accumulate wealth but to experience “the exhilara¬ 
tion of running his team and of gaining victories.” He wants to “be known as 
a winner, and his deepest fear is to be labeled a loser.” Instead of pitting 
himself against a material task or a problem demanding solution, he pits 
himself against others, out of a “need to be in control.” As a recent textbook 
for managers puts it, success today means “not simply getting ahead” but 
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“getting ahead of others.” The new executive, boyish, playful, and “seduc¬ 
tive,” wants in Maccoby’s words “to maintain an illusion of limitless op¬ 
tions.” He has little capacity for “personal intimacy and social commitment. 
He feels little loyalty even to the company for which he works. One execu¬ 
tive says he experiences power “as not being pushed around by t e com 
pany.” In his upward climb, this man cultivates powerful customers and 
attempts to use them against his own company. “You need a very big cus¬ 
tomer,” according to his calculations, “who is always in trouble and demands 
changes from the company. That way you automatically have pow er in J e 
company, and with the customer too. I like to keep my options open. A 
professor of management endorses this strategy. “Overidentification with 
the company, in his view, “produces a corporation wtth enormous power 
over the careers and destinies of its true believers.” The bigger the company, 
the more important he thinks it is for executives “to manage their careers m 
terms of their own... free choices” and to “maintain the widest set of options 

possible.”* 22 

According to Maccoby, the gamesman “is open to new ideas but he lacks 
convictions.” He will do business with any regime, even if he disapproves o 
its principles. More independent and resourceful than the company man he 
tries to use the company for his own ends, fearing that otherwise he will be 
“totally emasculated by the corporation.” He avoids intimacy as a trap, 
preferring the “exciting, sexy atmosphere” with which the modem executive 
surrounds himself at work, “where adoring, mini-skirted secretaries con¬ 
stantly flirt with him.” In all his personal relations, the gamesman depends 
on the admiration or fear he inspires in others to certify his credentials as a 
“winner.” As he gets older, he finds it more and more difficult to co ™ man 
the kind of attention on which he thrives. He reaches a plateau beyond which 
he does not advance in this job, perhaps because the very highest positions, as 
Maccoby notes, still go to “those able to renounce adolescent rebelliousness 
and become at least to some extent believers in the organization. The job 
begins to lose it savor. Having little interest in craftsmanship, the new-style 
executive takes no pleasure in his achievements once he begins to lose the 
adolescent charm on which they rest. Middle age hits him with the force of a 
disaster: “Once his youth, vigor, and even the thrill in winning are lost, he 

•It is not only the gamesman who “fears feeling trapped.” Seymour B. Sarason fmds Ais 
feelinc prevalent among professionals and students training for profession careers. He too 
suisTconneron Ltween the fear of entrapment and the cultural value set on career 

mobility and its psychic equivalent, “personal powth.”‘“Stay 1^r^ts a7kiXoTtoTbyTaps 
‘play it cool’-these cautions emerge from the feeling that society sets all kinds of booby traps 

that rob you of the freedom without which growth is impossible. f . , 

This tear of entrapment or stagnation is closely connected in turn with the ‘ear of agng and 
d e a t h The mobility mania and the cult of “growth can themselves seen, 1 P ; 
expressioiTofthe fear of aging that has become so intense in Amencan society. Mobdity and 
growth assure the individual that he has not yet settled into the living death of old ag . 
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becomes depressed and goalless, questioning the purpose of his life. No 
longer energized by the team struggle and unable to dedicate himself to 
something he believes in beyond himself,... he finds himself starkly alone.” 
It is not surprising, given the prevalence of this career pattern, that popular 
psychology returns so often to the u midlife crisis” and to ways of combating it. 

In Wilfrid Sheed’s novel Office Politics, a wife asks, “There are real issues, 
aren’t there, between Mr. Fine and Mr. Tyler?” Her husband answers that 
the issues are trivial; “the jockeying of ego is the real story.” Eugene Emerson 
Jennings’s study of management, which celebrates the demise of the organi¬ 
zation man and the advent of the new “era of mobility,” insists that corporate 
“mobility is more than mere job performance.” What counts is “style... 
panache... the ability to say and do almost anything without antagoniz¬ 
ing others.” The upwardly mobile executive, according to Jennings, knows 
how to handle the people around him—the “shelf-sitter” who suffers from 
“arrested mobility” and envies success; the “fast learner”; the “mobile 
superior.” The “mobility-bright executive” has learned to “read” the power 
relations in his office and “to see the less visible and less audible side of his 
superiors, chiefly their standing with their peers and superiors.” He “can 
infer from a minimum of cues who are the centers of power, and he seeks to 
have high visibility and exposure with them. He will assiduously cultivate his 
standing and opportunities with them and seize every opportunity to learn 
from them. He will utilize his opportunities in the social world to size up the 
men who are centers of sponsorship in the corporate world.” 24 

Constantly comparing the “executive success game” to an athletic contest 
or a game of chess, Jennings treats the substance of executive life as if it were 
just as arbitrary and irrelevant to success as the task of kicking a ball through 
a net or of moving pieces over a chessboard. He never mentions the social and 
economic repercussions of managerial decisions or the power that managers 
exercise over society as a whole. For the corporate manager on the make, 
power consists not of money and influence but of “momentum,” a “winning 
image,” a reputation as a winner. Power lies in the eye of the beholder and 
thus has no objective reference at all.* The manager’s view of the world, as 
described by Jennings, Maccoby, and by the managers themselves, is that of 
the narcissist, who sees the w orld as a mirror of himself and has no interest in 
external events except as they throw T back a reflection of his own image. The 
dense interpersonal environment of modem bureaucracy, in which w r ork 
assumes an abstract quality almost w holly divorced from performance, by its 
very nature elicits and often rewards a narcissistic response. 25 

* Indeed it has no reference to anything outside the self. The new ideal of success has no 
content. “Performance means to arrive,” says Jennings. Success equal success. Note the con¬ 
vergence between success in business and celebrity in politics or the world of entertainment, 
which also depends on “visibility” and “charisma” and can only be defined as itself. The only 
important attribute of celebrity is that it is celebrated; no one can say why. 
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Bureaucracy, however, is only one of a number of social influences that are 
bringing a narcissistic type of personality organization into greater and 
greater prominence. Another such influence is the mechanical reproduction 
of culture, the proliferation of visual and audial images in the society of the 
spectacle.” We live in a swirl of images and echoes that arrest experience and 
play it back in slow motion. Cameras and recording machines not only 
transcribe experience but alter its quality, giving to much of modem life the 
character of an enormous echo chamber, a hall of mirrors. Life presents itself 
as a succession of images or electronic signals, of impressions recorded and 
reproduced by means of photography, motion pictures, television, and 
sophisticated recording devices. Modem life is so thoroughly mediated by 
electronic images that we cannot help responding to others as if their 
actions—and our own—were being recorded and simultaneously transmitted 
to an unseen audience or stored up for close scrutiny at some later time. 
“Smile, you’re on candid camera!” The intrusion into everyday life of this 
all-seeing eye no longer takes us by surprise or catches us with our defenses 
down. We need no reminder to smile. A smile is permanently graven on our 
features, and we already know from which of several angles it photographs to 
best advantage. 

The proliferation of recorded images undermines our sense of reality. As 
Susan Sontag observes in her study of photography, “Reality has come to 
seem more and more like what we are shown by cameras.” We distrust our 
perceptions until the camera verifies them. Photographic images provide us 
with the proof of our existence, without which we would find it difficult even 
to reconstruct a personal history. Bourgeois families in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, Sontag points out, posed for portraits in order to pro¬ 
claim the family’s status, whereas today the family album of photographs 
verifies the individual’s existence: its documentary record of his development 
from infancy onward provides him with the only evidence of his life that he 
recognizes as altogether valid. Among the “many narcissistic uses” that Son- 
tag attributes to the camera, “self-surveillance” ranks among the most impor- 
tant, not only because it provides the technical means of ceaseless self¬ 
scrutiny but because it renders the sense of selfhood dependent on the 
consumption of images of the self, at the same time calling into question the 
reality of the external world. 26 

By preserving images of the self at various stages of development, the 
camera helps to weaken the older idea of development as moral education and 
to promote a more passive idea according to which development consists of 
passing through the stages of life at the right time and in the right order. 
Current fascination with the life cycle embodies an awareness that success m 
politics or business depends on reaching certain goals on schedule; but it.also 
reflects the ease with which development can be electronically recorded. 1 his 
brings us to another cultural change that elicits a widespread narcissistic 
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response and, in this case, gives it a philosophical sanction: the emergence of 
a therapeutic ideology that upholds a normative schedule of psychosocial 
development and thus gives further encouragement to anxious self-scrutiny. 
The ideal of normative development creates the fear that any deviation from 
the norm has a pathological source. Doctors have made a cult of the periodic 
checkup—an investigation carried out once again by means of cameras and 
other recording instruments—and have implanted in their clients the notion 
that health depends on eternal watchfulness and the early detection of symp¬ 
toms, as verified by medical technology. The client no longer feels physically 
or psychologically secure until his X-rays confirm a “clean bill of health.” 
Medicine and psychiatry—more generally, the therapeutic outlook and sen¬ 
sibility that pervade modem society—reinforce the pattern created by other 
cultural influences, in which the individual endlessly examines himself for 
signs of aging and ill health, for tell-tale symptoms of psychic stress, for 
blemishes and flaws that might diminish his attractiveness, or on the other 
hand for reassuring indications that his life is proceeding according to 
schedule. Modem medicine has conquered the plagues and epidemics that 
once made life so precarious, only to create new forms of insecurity. 

In the same way, bureaucracy has made life predictable and even boring 
while reviving, in a new form, the war of all against all. Our overorganized 
society, in which large-scale organizations predominate but have lost the 
capacity to command allegiance, in some respects more nearly approximates 
a condition of universal anomosity than did the primitive capitalism on which 
Hobbes modeled his state of nature. Social conditions today encourage a 
survival mentality, expressed in its crudest form in disaster movies or in 
fantasies of space travel, which allow vicarious escape from a doomed planet. 
People no longer dream of overcoming difficulties but merely of surviving 
them. In business, according to Jennings, “The struggle is to survive 
emotionally”—to “preserve or enhance one’s identity or ego .” 27 The normative 
concept of developmental stages promotes a view of life as an obstacle course: 
the aim is simply to get through the course with a minimum of trouble and 
pain. The ability to manipulate what Gail Sheehy refers to, using a medical 
metaphor, as “life-support systems” now appears to represent the highest 
form of wisdom: the knowledge that gets us through, as she puts it, without 
panic. Those who master Sheehy’s “no-panic approach to aging” and to the 
traumas of the life cycle will be able to say, in the words of one of her 
subjects, “I know I can survive... I don’t panic any more.” This is hardly an 
exalted form of satisfaction, however. “The current ideology,” Sheehy writes, 
“seems a mix of personal survivalism, revivalism, and cynicism”; yet her 
enormously popular guide to the “predictable crises of adult life,” with its 
superficially optimistic hymn to growth, development, and “self- 
actualization,” does not challenge this ideology, merely restates it in more 
“humanistic” form. “Growth” has become a euphemism for survival . 28 
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The World View of the Resigned 


New social forms require new forms of personality, new modes of socializa¬ 
tion, new ways of organizing experience. The concept of narcissism provides 
us not with a ready-made psychological determinism but with a way of 
understanding the psychological impact of recent social changes—assuming 
that we bear in mind not only its clinical orgins but the continuum between 
pathology and normality. It provides us, in other words, with a tolerably 
accurate portrait of the “liberated” personality of our time, with his charm, 
his pseudo-awareness of his own condition, his promiscuous pansexuality, his 
fascination with oral sex, his fear of the castrating mother (Mrs. Portnoy), 
his hypochondria, his protective shallowness, his avoidance of dependence, 
his inability to mourn, his dread of old age and death. 

Narcissism appears realistically to represent the best way of coping with 
the tensions and anxieties of modem life, and the prevailing social conditions 
therefore tend to bring out narcissistic traits that are present, in varying 
degrees, in everyone. These conditions have also transformed the family, 
which in turn shapes the underlying structure of personality. A society that 
fears it has no future is not likely to give much attention to the needs of the 
next generation, and the ever-present sense of historical discontinuity the 
blight of our society—falls with particularly devastating effect on the family. 
The modem parent’s attempt to make children feel loved and wanted does 
not conceal an underlying coolness—the remoteness of those who have little 
to pass on to the next generation and who in any case give priority to their 
own right to self-fulfillment. The combination of emotional detachment with 
attempts to convince a child of his favored position in the family is a good 
prescription for a narcissistic personality structure. 

Through the intermediary of the family, social patterns reproduce them¬ 
selves in personality. Social arrangements live on in the individual, buried in 
the mind below the level of consciousness, even after they have become 
objectively undesirable and unnecessary—as many of our present arrange¬ 
ments are now widely acknowledged to have become. The perception of the 
world as a dangerous and forbidding place, though it originates in a realistic 
awareness of the insecurity of contemporary social life, receives reinforce¬ 
ment from the narcissistic projection of aggressive impulses outward. The 
belief that society has no future, while it rests on a certain realism about the 
dangers ahead, also incorporates a narcissistic inability to identify with pos¬ 
terity or to feel oneself part of a historical stream. 

The weakening of social ties, which originates in the prevailing state of 
social warfare, at the same time reflects a narcissistic defense against depen¬ 
dence. A warlike society tends to produce men and women who are at heart 
antisocial. It should therefore not surprise us to find that although the narcis- 
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sist conforms to social norms for fear of external retribution, he often thinks 
of himself as an outlaw and sees others in the same way, “as basically dishon¬ 
est and unreliable, or only reliable because of external pressures.” “The value 
systems of narcissistic personalities are generally corruptible,” writes 
Kemberg, “in contrast to the rigid morality of the obsessive personality .” 29 

The ethic of self-preservation and psychic survival is rooted, then, not 
merely in objective conditions of economic warfare, rising rates of crime, and 
social chaos but in the subjective experience of emptiness and isolation. It 
reflects the conviction—as much a projection of inner anxieties as a percep- 
tion of the way things are—that envy and exploitation dominate even the 
most intimate relations. The cult of personal relations, which becomes in¬ 
creasingly intense as the hope of political solutions recedes, conceals a 
thoroughgoing disenchantment with personal relations, just as the cult of 
sensuality implies a repudiation of sensuality in all but its most primitive 
forms. The ideology of personal growth, superficially optimistic, radiates a 
profound despair and resignation. It is the faith of those without faith. 
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